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...and thereitid

Brilliant as a blob of quicksilver it shone on the grey-chalk oblate of the planet's moon:
a jewel amid a ruin of decay. From this distance, thousands of kilo-metres away, it was
minuscule. No details could be made out such as were to be discerned in the pictures they
hed dl sudied a home on Earth.
Nonetheless, to seeit in real time was very different from looking at photographs. It was
right to plot the course for Stellaris, between her emergence from qua-space and her
approach to a landing on Sigma Dra-conis 11, so that for these few minutes the light of
the local star would glint off that incredible artifact and waken in the minds of those
arriving here for the first time an echo of the shock experienced by the explorers who had
chanced on it back in 2020, on what other-wise would almost certainly have been the last
of man's attempts to visit the stars in view of the disappoint-ments of Proxima, Epsilon
Eridani and Tau Ceti—or at any rate the last in the foreseeabl e future.

But of course finding that thing . . . !
A shiver crawled down lan Macauley's spine. A curl of his untidy red hair, bending over
to touch his freck-led forehead, felt like a ghostly alien caress, and he shot up his hand to
brush it aside. Against his will—no, more exactly: without conscious intention—he found
himself reciting dry statistics under his breath.



Diameter thirty-six point oh five kilometres. Wall height one point one nine
kilometres averaged. Thick-ness of the mirror --

With an effort he cut short the recital of bare stark figures and switched to words, which
he cared for a great deal more:

They, whoever, whatever they were, came to their moon and smoothed and
rounded and polished a whole vast crater and made it into the largest telescope
imaginable. And they're dead. They've been dead for a hundred thousand years. Yet
the first trace we can find of them was only three thousand years earlier; it's as
though the weight of a thousand centuries has compressed the whole of their
history—come to that, the whole of their evolution—into a layer no thicker than a
little sewn of coal, memorial to the sprouting, heyday and downfall of a million
trees!

In spite of which, should they so choose, these late-comers, these humans from Earth, could wipe
away the meteoritic dust which had accumulated on the mirror of the telescope, and mend hdf a dozen
breach-es caused by larger-than-usua chunks of cosmic gar-bage, and subgtitute thar own inanimate
electronics for the—the whatevers that its builders had employed, long desiccated into incomprehensible
black shreds ... and the telescope would il be usable.

"It's unbdlieveble™

He had not meant to speak aoud, nor did he redise he had done so until a caustic voice from behind
hmsaid, "Yes, I'm sureit is But I'd like aglimpse of it, too, please!”

Hadtily he stepped aside from the viewport, mutter-ing gpologies and atrifle relieved that his successor
was no one other than plump, plain, likable Karen Vlady, the dvil engineer among ther party.

She had been the firg of his companions to whom he had spoken directly. On the day of his arrivd at
the



Sigma Draconis Brigfing Centre in Canberra, Audrdia, he had been horribly frightened; he was il
scarcely able to believe ether that the famous Igor Andrevski, the chief archeologist out here, had asked
for him by name, or that he had had the courage to say yes.

Though | should have realised | had no need to worry, shouldn't 1? The prospect of being
cooped up in the ship like this felt dreadfully daunting, yet every-thing has gone very pleasantly . .
. or almost everything. And during my stay herel may in some ways be better off than I'd have
been at home: one of thirty people whom anybody would be proud to call a friend, brilliant
handpicked experts among whom | can expect to fedl instantly at ease. On Earth, in a city or even
at a uni-versity, they'd be diluted among thousands of other people who might be boring, or
annoying, or a nuis-ance!

He was by temperament a olitary man, but if he had to live in close proximity with others, these were
exactly the sort he would have chosen. It was that point which his firs encounter with Karen had started
to make plain to him.

She had heard him muttering his name as he pre-sented himsdf at the centre's reception desk, and
come up to him and said with characterigtic forthrightness, "So you're lan Macauley, are you? What's it
like to live ingde your head?"

Taken aback by the directness of the question, he had replied, "Oh . . . ! Think of a haunted house!™

Which was something he had occasiondly confided to intimates, but never before to a perfect stranger.

A couple more of his then-unknown colleagues had been in earshot, and mistaken his answer for aflip
joke. So thefirg impresson held made on them was that he had a dry sense of humour. But Karen had
not missed the crucid fact: the statement was literd. He appreci- ated thet.



So now he was actually here, the best part of nine-teen light-years from the solar system, to
take histurn a wrestling with ariddle that had defied Earth's finest thinkers for the best part of a decade.

It's a crazy paradox, that we should know so much about them, and <o little! We know, roughly,
what they looked like—bodies like two matching crab shells one above the other, four short
walking limbs, two grasp-ing limbs, all tipped with tubular claws down which ran nerve channels,
and composed of a modified ver-sion of their hidelike skin, as are human nails. We know, or think
we know, that they were possessed of a sense we don't have, though many fishes do: the ability to
perceive electromagnetic fields. We suspect the many crystals we've found still impregnated with
such fields, after the manner of a tape recording, were their counterpart of inscriptions. Which is
why I'm here. Conversely, they seem to have lacked means to detect sound, barring perhaps the
very loudest and coarsest. We know they had a high science, which argues a complex culture, also
evidenced by their quite large city-sites—but why are there not many more of those? Certain hints
suggest they had a religion, or religions, maybe, for all we can tell, they had the equivalents of
poetry and music, expressed in terms of infinitely subtle electrical fields. What can it have been
like to live in a world without sound, but where your whole being resonated to the ebb and flow,
the very heartbeat, of the planet and all the creatures on it?

He clenched his fidts, forcing his nails deep into his pams.

How can | make myself comprehend the utter non-humanity of those who built that telescope?
Because if | don't succeed in that, my visit, and all the agonies of doubt | sweated through before
deciding to accept the invitation, and at least three, possibly five years



of my life, will be completely wasted. Oh, how I'd hate to he rotated home and leave the mystery
unsolved—how | pity those who thirty days from now will face that fate! The only thing worse will
beif it turns out they've solved the problem in the last two years

There were three viewports in the control cabin of the Stellaris. During most of each
voyage they were irrelevant. In qua-space there was no energy propagation in any form
human eyes could detect. But it was worth having them. The designers had been put to
im-mense trouble to compensate for the stresses they induced in the hull; extra struts and girders
hed had to he included which increased the vessel's dry mass by over 4 per cent . . . but for
the privilege of seeing, at the beginning and end of each journey, the naked universe with
the naked eye instead of solely via TV rdays, it was anegligible price to pay.

That, at any rate, was the opinion of her commander, Colonel Rudalf Wall.

The Stellaris's crew likewise numbered three, and during mogt of each voyage they were as
irrdevant as the viewports. No human being could hope to match the nanosecond reflexes
involved in making a Big Step between the stars. Above dl, it took machines to ensure that when it
was time to dissipate the phenomenal energy acquired on the way to hyperphotonic velocities there
was nathing in the ship's path of emergence larger than a grain of dust. Even so, no matter what exit angle
was chosen, there were dways solar flares and minor perturbations in the orbits of local asteroids
and comets.

He had sometimes mentioned to close friends a dream that haunted him concerning the disappearance
of the Draconians: the possibility that they had been less lucky than mankind when they
made their first experiments with hyperdrive. He knew, intdlectudly,



that if the reason for the diens extinction were to be found in some unlooked-for side effect of flying a
ship fagter than light—as, for instance, a destabilisation of the sun—evidence to prove it would have been
found by now, printed in moonrock as though in a block of photographic emulson. And there was no
evidence; there were very nearly no clues. Y et the dream recurred, over and over.

Right from the beginning humans had been cautious about qua-space. It wasn't only a metter of
trespassing into a mode of existence which dl the classic theories regarded as forbidden. Theories could
be scrapped, and inevitably were, on the day when a tiny fiveton package of insruments arrived in
moon orbit a detect-able fraction of a second ahead of the Sgnd saying it had been dispaiched from
Eath orbit.

More to the point, beyond doubt, was the fact thet it had been so damnably expensive to build the
gar-ship. The planet Eath possessed exactly one inter-gelar craft, and this was it, and it Strained
mankind's resources to the utmogt to send her out and back once every two years across what by
gdactic standards amounted to atiny little distance.

Maybe that was the sort of thing that handicapped the aliens, but it hit them sooner. I remember last
time Valentine Rorschach was asking why we've found just one of so many things: one wrecked and
sunken ocean-going ship, one large flying machine, one and only one of many thousands of types of
artifact. . . . But of course so much of their civilisation lies buried under sediment and peat and
avalanches that had it not been for the telescope we'd never have suspected its existence.

Watching the passengers as they lined up to take ther turn at the viewport currently facing the moon,
hefdt atremor pass through him, recaling how shaken he had been at his own fird gght of that brilliant
spark. Then he had been only a captain—not that rank mattered



much when it came to doing something that had never been done before. In those days
Stellaris had been commanded by Rear Admiral Boris Ivanov, but he had had to retire
after that trip; there was too loud a murmur in his heart valves. Some people had suggested
the ship be converted to crewless operation; there was no theoretical reason why it should not be
launched and landed automaticaly. But it remained true that no machine could deal with the
passengers problems, let done the question of whether people wanted to be shot from dtar to star
like dead packages. So there were ill crew in charge.

How do these passengers redly regard me, the ferryman—the Charon who may have conveyed them
on their last voyage? There have dready been two deaths here, on thisdien planet. We may be about to
learn of more.

For himsdlf, there would certainly never be another Big Step after the homeward leg of this trip.
He had grown prematurely old, thanks to the radiation of space; his round face was
seamed with wrinkles like a shrunken apple, and there was more grey than brown in his hair. If the
Sdlaris did conic back, evenif only to evacuate the planet, he would not be her commander.

By rights, his successor ought to be Captain Irene Bakongu, the older, the more
experienced, the senior of hiscompanions.

The way things are going back on Earth, though, that may not count. A shame, because if it's
going to he done a dl—which Ls by no means certain—it should be done properly.

And because Irene was both female and black, the choice was more likely to fall on
Lieutenant Gyorgy Somogyi.

Who's less wdl qudified and far less quick-thinking. High on the lig of possble explanations for the
extinction



of the Draconians, so they tdl me, isthe idea that it was due to some fundamentd flaw in ther nature. Al
too eesly some stupid irrationd prejudice could get rid of us, too, couldn't it? Thinking of which .. .

It dawned on him that only nine of their ten passen-gers were present, and before he could stop himsdf
he had asked doud, turning to Irene "What's happened to the generd?"

At which there were visble shudders from everybody and a moment of frozen slence, broken by a
heteful ragping voice from the doorway of the control cabin.

"Were you referring to me by any chance . .. Colongl?"



Not wanting to obstruct anybody else waiting for a precious, perhaps never-to-be-repeated
dght of the dien telescope, lan had withdrawn from the viewport, threading his way between the
three control chairs and the close-packed bodies of his companions, and taken station right
beside the doorway. Now he withdrew a fraction further ill: into himsdlf.

| guessit'sa sick comment on humanity that the thing which binds me mogt dosdly to these comparative trangers
crewinduded, isnot shared interestsbut hared detegation. Weall loathe thishorrible bas-tard!

But he did his best to maintain the formalities and gave a palite nod as the latecomer pushed
pas: Generd Jose Maria Ordofiez-Vico, small and neat and dapper with a tiny black
moustache, a bachelor aged forty-eght, the sole person aboard or indeed ever transported by the
Stellaris who had declined the plain practical clothing traditionally worn in space—a
zip-fronted blouse with big pockets, loose comfortable pants, and elastic sandals over which
spacegear could be drawn in emergency—and inssted on sporting his military uni-form compl ete
with rank badges, medal ribbons, and epaulettes. When Karen had relayed to lan a
rumour that the generd had only with difficulty been dissuaded from bringing his ceremonial
sword, he had simply chuckled, assuming it to be a happy invention. Now,



after thirty daysin space with him, he was prepared to believe the charge was true.

Paradoxically, however, if this man had not been allowed to displace someone more
valuable, the Stellaris would never have been launched on this trip .. . and the thirty people
currently on Sgma Draconis
might have been abandoned to struggle on done. And no doubt die out as completely as the natives.
Wel—wethink there are thirty people here. By now there may be fewer. . . . In an upside-down way,
that may be an advantage. Ten members of the base staff, presumably, have been preparing themselves
to be rotated home. Therewill only be spacefor nine after dl . . . that is, unless he orders the closure of
the base, and on her |ast-ever Big Step the Stellaris carries arecord complement of forty-three. And
leaves every-thing behind except their food, their water and their air.

Thereason for Ordofiez-Vico's presence was, in lan's view, terrifyingly typical of just such a
flaw in the nature of mankind as was now suspected of having betrayed the species which long
ago had traveled from Sigma Draconis 111 to the locd moon ... and apparent-ly no farther.

He was the commander in chief of the Bolivian Military Intelligence Service.

From the first moment starflight was found to be possble it had been obvious that the
resources of only the very richest nations could support a faster-than-light ship. To build the firg
ocean liners drained the then-wedthiest countries, to operate internationd ar-lines was a firg the
privilege of the fortunate few .. . and building the planes to provide them remained for decades
a near monopoly; to land humans on the moon was, also for decades, the unique
accomplish-ment of the nation that could afford the computers to back up the astronauits, the
precison enginesring kills



which reached the point where 99.99 per cent rdiability would have resulted in about fifteen
thousand things going wrong and the wastage inherent in training dozens of reserve personnel at
enormous cost for the sake of being certain that on the day of the chosen launch-window a
least one crew would be intact.

It would just about—just barely—have been possible for one country to build and fly a small
starship: perhaps with a crew of four and minimal equipment. It would aso have been within
the compass of a consoli-dated cluster like Common Europe or the leader of a loose economic
dliance like Japan.

But it would have been very, very unpopular to do tha. Articulate, indeed vociferous, the
ctizens of less fortunate countries had long been objecting to the way a pyramid of glorious
achievement was casually built on a foundation of human rubble. The eagle-keen eye of a
billion-dollar satellite might look down on the corpse of a labourer who had dug ore for it
on starvation wages, and was dead.

Nonetheless, the stuation had improved congderably since the last worldwide recession. The
climate was right for some grand gesture. So the idea dawned with dl the brilliance of the fird sunrise
following an Arctic winter:

Why not a U.N. Starflight Fund, to which each country would contribute in strict
proportion to its GNP?

The suggestion was eventually approved, and the desgners of the projected ship heaved a 9gh
of rdief and stopped worrying about cutting everything to the bone. The funds voted were
enough to finance a ship with three crew and wel over a hundred tons of non-permanent mass—a
jargon phrase meaning cargo and/or passengers with the means to support them.

Three years building and tegting led to three years of disgppointing, fruitless expeditions to barren
sysems



that added much to the store of abstract knowledge, nothing to the rapidly dwindling resources of
over-populated, seething Earth.

The cost mounted. Each trip pointed the way to refinements and modifications, each caused some
trifling damage, so that one "might as wdl" incorporate an improvement as smply repair the faulty
components ... and each time the improvement cost more, cdled for subtler techniques, laid a heavier
burden on the Sar-flight Fund.

People began to ask, "Why bother?" And there was no good answer—until the last grand fling, the
ghot to a star more distant than before but ressmbling Earth's sun more nearly than its predecessors,
revealed the terrifying fact symbolised by the incredible telescope.

There had been a high dvilisation at Sgma Dra-ais

It too had achieved spaceflight.

And it was gone. Vanished. Disappeared.

Whence the fearful, haunting question: Is the same likely to happen to us?

Theimmediate impact of the news was predictable. A specid levy was raised for the Starflight Fund.
Ten caefully chosen experts, together with the most com-pact and most advanced equipment
both to keep them dive and to conduct research with on ariva, were hurriedly flown to the mysery
planet.

The sense of darm endured long enough to finance another vigt, and another, and by the skin of
humanity's teeth, another yet. This was, to be precise, the fifth expedition. The firs had been exploratory, in
2020; the next landed the nudeus of a permanent ground geff in 2022; the gaff had been added to, ten
a atime in 2024 and 2026; now it was 2028 and this was the fird rotation trip, the firs time people
who had been—who had survived—here snce 2022 were due to be taken hame



But the trip was unique in another way, too. Never before had the ship been late. And it might become
unique in dill another respect, with the discontinugtion of the base. It was not exactly in the lgp of the
gods, that . . . not unless there was a god caled Ordofiez-Vico.

The gpprehenson had diminished. The sense of frudration had grown, as the third and fourth
expedi-tions reported no progress. And then, dl too typica-ly . . .

There had been famine in haf a dozen densdly popu-lated countries, dl of whose governments were
con-trolled by greedy, short-sighted, thoughtless men whose firg reaction when the starving mobs came
baitering at their gates was to accuse a scapegoat. The Sarflight Fund was an obvious target. Rumours
took their rise here's another way the rich are cheating the poor, for if you hadn't had to
subsidise the fund, there'd be another million in the treasury to spend on food!

No mention, of course, of the fact that the Prime Minister had made his fortune by hoarding rice during
the previous famine, or that the President’s brother owned the nation's largest pharmaceutica factory and
was taking a profit of 1700 per cent on every ampule of niacin, ascorbic acid and B12. That
news was dde

And then another, different, more dangerous story began to spread:

Out there they've found the weapons that killed the native race. They're coming back to
threaten you with them—they're coming back to rule the world!

How anybody, no matter how ignorant, could take that serioudy was a question that defeated lan, let
aone the problem of how sophigticated delegates to the United Nations could refer to it in their speeches
and not burst out laughing. Still, it had happened .



and that was why General Ordofiez-Vico had been given power to order the abandonment
of the Draco base, and the abolition of the Starflight Fund, if any hint, clue, trifling suspicion,
triggered hisdl too obvious laent paranoia.

And here he was, scowling as usua at Captain Bakongu whom he made no secret of
hating both as a person and as a symbol—hailing as he did from an elitist, racialist,
masculinist background—and saying to Colond Well, Tdl me something! Does this detour you're
making, like the pilot of an airliner bound for Rio who wants to show off the Sugarloaf, form part
of your prescribed schedule?!

There was dectric tengon in the filtered, processed air. But Well's answer was perfectly polite ... at
fird.

"Yes, Generd, it's aregular feature of our vigts In fact"—and here mdice stalked in, a twig of his
voice, as it were—"1'm surprised to hear you ask. | gathered that you'd made an exhaustive
study of the records fromadl our trips”

Ordoriez-Vico responded in a manner they were dl familiar with. He drew from his jacket a flat
object, little larger than an old-fashioned pocket watch though a great deal heavier and square
instead of round, and consulted the dids on its face with an important arr.

It was, so the general had repeatedly declared, the most advanced lie detector ever
devised, capable of catching out untruths by comparing the sonic profile of the speaker's
words with his or her bodily secretions. During the thirty days since they left Eath hardly one
conversation with him—not that there were many dl told—had been completed without this
gadget being produced for examination.

"It's not unknown for records to be fasfied,” Ordofiez-Vico said. "But | am relieved to note that
on this occason you are tdling the truth." He repocketed the



device. "Very wdll. | too require to see the vaunted telescope lft behind by the alleged native species.”

At that everyone elsein the cabin gasped: a word-less chorus of incredulity.

"You honestly think somebody invented the Draconians?' a voice blurted . . . and, dl eyes turned on
him, lan blushed dmog as red as his carroty hair. Well repressed a chuckle. Most of his passengers this
time, like mogt of those on earlier voyages, were aca-demic types, accustomed to the formd hierarchica
environment of a university. lan was a refreshing con-trast. He had spent most of his career burrowing
into the ground at remote archeologicd dtes, or gtting up late done in an isolated forest hut, refusng to
see or speak to anybody as he reinvented from firg principles the reasons why, in a long-lost civilisation,
people had chosen this rather than any other symbol to convey that of dl possible meanings.

If only he were not so shy . . . Of all the people I've Charoned here, I'd put my money on lan to
unravel this mystery. I'd have liked to get to know him a lot better.

But there were other and more immediate problems on Well's mind. He said crisply, "Generd, there is
nothring aleged about the Draconians. They did reach their moon; they did build their scope; they did
disappear! It will give me great persond pleasure to wak you around some of the dtes tha have been
discovered and hear your verson of how they were faked!"

He put an infinitesmd stress on the word walk, and there were discreet amiles on severd faces.
Ordotiez-Vico Wore the softest and most ddicate syle of shoes. It was hard to picture hm on an amy
route-march or up to his kneesin a swamp.

But the irony was lost on him. He said, "I shdl in-deed accompany you, Colone. | don't intend to let
you do anything on this planet without my knowledge." And



appended with a glower at the rest of the passengers: "Nor any of you, either!"

What might have flared in seconds into a blazing row was forestdled by a fant, fant sound
from the communications pand and a sharp exdamation from Lieutenant Somogyi who was stting before
it with earphones on.

"Colonel, we have voice contact with the base, and they're asking why were so late.”

"Don't answer that!" Ordoriez-Vico barked. "Do no more than acknowledge!™

Somogyi—lill under thirty, making only his second trip, engagingly youthful in many respects despite
the gniger cast of his gypsy like features and his undenigbly formidable intellect—Ilooked blank,
and thereby tempted the generd into explanations.

"l want to catch them before they have a chance to cover up whet they're redly doing!™

"In that case"—prompt from Captain Bakongu at the navigation panel—"all passengers
should go immediady to strap-down gations. If we line up for an approach now, we can save a
full braking orbit. We could be down in about forty-four minutes"

"There's your chance,” Weil said dryly. "Return to your cabins quickly, please.”

Fury and the urge to appear consstent struggled in Ordofiez-Vico's face, but after a few seconds
he swal lowed his annoyance and gave a nod.

"Yes, Colond. You are correct; we should make our landing right away.”

And when the passengers had gone, escorted by Irene, Weil said more to the bulkheads
than to Somogyi, "l wouldn't care to set the record he's about to: being the firs man hated by
literdly everyone else on awhole damn' planet!”



After the shock of finding the telescope, the first human visitors had judged it politic to do nothing
whatever to offend its builders. Though they could spot no lighted cities on the night side of the
planet, that meant nothing; the natives might have evolved beyond the need for them, or
bypassed it. There was nothing but sdlar static on the radio bands, but that was equally
irrele-vant; there might be long-distance communications techniques humans had not yet
discovered. And at firg glance it had been plain that the telescope was very, vey old.

Wall, the junior member of the crew on that particu-lar voyage, had snapped at a persistent
reporter after his return, "Damn it, we expected to meet them, remember! For dl we knew it
could have been like sdl-ing the Pinta into Greater Hamburg!"

Which would have made a telling point but for the fact that the reporter was from Singapore
and had not been exposed in school to the detals of Columbuss explorations. He asked how to
spell Pinta, consulted his portable reference computer, and inquired with no discernible trace of
embarrassment what a twentieth- century sdes dogan coined by the British Milk Market-ing Board
hed to do with interstellar travel.

Anyhow: it was obvious at once that this world's ecology must be smilar to Earth's, and that
obligated the crew to gterilise their landing site. The only possi-ble spot to touch down appeared to be on
ahalf-desert idand south of the equator, where afreak of geology had crested a high



plateau of barren rock and wind-sculpted sand, and a freak of meteorology kept the sky clear of cloud
even during what their computers de-termined to be the counterpart of a monsoon season in these
latitudes. Moreover, on the plateau, the partid pressure of oxygen was very close to Earth-normd. This
was a fractiondly larger planet, with a somewhat amdler and more distant moon, so a sea levd its ar
was richer than humans were accustomed to ... though incontestably breathable.

Thelanding ste chosen for such admirable, common-sensica reasons had grown into the Draco Base.
Cathy Polyzotis wished desperately she could be anyplace d

Tempers were fraying and there were disma looks on dl the faces around her. Smdl wonder. The
Sellaris was not a week late, not ten days late, but twelve and a hdf, and people were openly starting to
predict thet she would never come back: that there had been awar on Earth, or the Starflight Fund had been
dissolved, or . . . There were nearly as many gloomy ideas circu-lating as there were about the fate of the
Draconians.

The sky was as harsh as sted overhead. The ar was full of inescapable dust borne on a breeze
which never blessed this plateau with anything more refresh-ing than atingle of sdty migt from the waves
that constantly broke on the rocky southeast coast. In the glare and heat and dryness the thirty humans
on the planet fretted and argued and complained over and over about the news they were expecting from
home, the in-dispensable new equipment they werent going to receve and countless other
disgppointments.

Thisis making me understand the classic summary of paranoia: "The universeisa gun and
they're pointing it at me!"

So many hopes had blown away on the sty wind, or evaporated towards the crud sky. Two years
ago, when she had been the youngest person ever to arrive a Sgma Draconis, she had been looking
forward to the experi-ence.

In spite of my fears about Dugd, | was excited. 1...
She drove hersdlf to be totaly honest.

| didn't doubt my dreams. | was sure we'd solve the riddle, and convinced | would make the key
contribu-tion. And | knew Dugal was as proud of me as | was of myself. Past tense. Living two full
years in the shadow of this monumental fall from greatness . . . It's not good for human beings to
face the truth that a whole intelligent species can be mortal.

There was nothing supeficdly basic about the base; it had been designed by ingenious, thoughtful
people, and though it was built of the Smplest possible mate-rids—metd plates, glass medted from locd
sand, and plagtic processed out of a loca crude ail, Smilar to bitumen—it was comfortable, practicd,
even aitractive. And this, the communications and computer hdl, was large enough for the thirty of them
not to fed crowded together. It was not physica deprivetion that was mak-ing for so many downcast
looks.

How must Vdentine Rorschach be feding, who had come with the firg full-manned expedition, had
spent sx years as the director, and was now compelled to depart with the mystery unsolved because of
an arbi-trary fia from digant Earth? Was he wishing in his heart of hearts that the ship might not in fact
arrive, o that he would not have to return with the knowledge of hisfallure?



And what about Lucas Wong, who had arived in the second party, who notorioudy did not want to
inherit the directorship in addition to his departmental re-sponsbilities as head of Biomedicd Section, yet
had been ingructed to agree because a computer evauation showed he was the most suiteble of the
senior person-nel?

What about fragile, wrinkled Toko Nabura, keeping her watch a the communications console there a
the far end of the hdl, who had made ther sadlite links and thelr data-storage and data-retrieva
gystems, into such a modd of flawless rdiability? How did she fed about being sent home, leaving her
cregtion to a Stranger? There was no way to judge her secret fedings, though. More than once in the past
few days people had snapped at her, as though suspecting her of hiding the Siellaris in the crannies of
hyperspace, and she had dways replied in her normd soft tones, seemingly un-affected.

Y et was her fine-lipped mouth not turned down a fraction at the corners, were her eyes not a hint more
narrowed thanthey usedto be . . . ?

It looked, indeed, as though only one out of them dl had kept his cool, and that, as might have been
pre-dicted, was the chief archeologist Igor Andrevski, alean man in hisfifties much given to gesticulation,
whose eyes were dways bright under his shock of grey har and whose mouth seemed aways to be busy
with words, or laughter, or at worst a grimace of sympathy for another person's troubles.

He was cartanly the best-liked member of the g&ff. In a sense he was an ataviam; he should have been
born in the great days when Schliemann at Troy, Woolley a Knossos, were converting legend into
docu-mented fact, rather than in an age when archeology had been didilled into a pattern of formd
processes. He had been the ided choice to head their most important



department, even though poalitica wrangling had delayed his gppointment until 2024.

What would we do without Igor? Thank goodness he's not due to be rotated home! | wonder
why they didn't pick him to be the new director instead of Lucas. . . . Oh, | suppose sorting out our
occasional rows and emotional crises would drag him away too often from what is after all the
most important work we're here to do.

Sheredised with surprise that thinking about Igor had made her smilealittle. That guided her al the way
to aprivate admission which only the strain of being isolated here (of being afraid! glossed her
subcon-scious brutally) could have provoked.

Suppose they bring the news that Dugal has. . . died. Or even if he hasn't! | would like, really, to
have some other man in my life. A woman should have someone ese besides an invalid brother,
no matter how kind, how clever, how beloved. And out of all the men I've met, here or at home,
despite his being twice my age, I'd like it to be Igor.

Only somewhere along time ago in Igor'slife there had been atragedy. He never referred to it, but it was
known that it had involved awife he adored, and ababy, and ...

Anyhow, they weren't there any longer, and his most profound passions, his most forceful drives, were
sublimated into that uniquely rationa form of quest for avanished unrecoverable past: archeology.

Perhaps if | too were to lose the person dearest to me, a bond might

But before she had timeto fed shocked at the ideawelling from the depths of her mind, therewasacry
from Toko.
"Theresheid"

Everyonein the hdl stopped in mid-word and soun to look her way. Above the communications panel,
a



screen where a blip had appeared, blue-white on white-green. A second elapsed, and then the hdl was
echoing to whoops of joy and the noise of gamping feet. The racket drowned out Toko's exchange with
the ship, and it was—or fdt like—along while before anybody noticed she was not amilingin relief.

A hush fdl again. Brushing back hair that was no longer there, Director Rorschach said, "Toko, is
some-thing wrong?'

"I don't know. | can't get them to tak to me. All | heard was a curt acknowledgement of contact. |
think it was the young man who made his fird trip last time, Somogyi. And after that, nothing. Stellaridl
Draconis Base cdling! Why are you so late thistrip?

Silence. Somebody said, "You don't suppose . . . ?" And let the words hang in the air like smoke. Al
of them knew about the things that could theoretically go wrong as a ship emerged from qua-space, up
to and induding re-entry into the norma universe as a wave of neutrinos instead of solid matter.

Toko gestured at the screen where the blip gill loomed reassuringly bright, while with her other hand
tapping down switch after switch on the board before her. "Nathing wrong with her autometics or power
sysemd There's Navigation Satdlite One locking on her beam, theré's Two, there's Seven just picking
her up as she rounds the shoulder of the planet. . . . All normd so far as the machinery's concerned, and
what's more they seem to be tracking into a firg-time landing orbit—"

She was interrupted. A voice they recognised, thet of Weil, boomed from the speaker rigged to
receive in-coming messages from the ship.

"Do not record! Wipe any autometic recording of thismessage! Wipe any record of thewiping! Thisis
Rudolf Well. Weve been compelled to waste space thistrip on bringing with usamilitary intelligence

expert



who's convinced you're adapting alien weaponry to conquer Earth. He's empowered to close the base
and take you homeif he'sthe dightest bit suspicious. Thisis my only chanceto warn you, and at that I'm
taking ahell of arisk. The shipiscrawling with his bugs, asthe base will beimmediatdly we land. But
right now he's strapped down in his cabin for the approach and our gravity compensators are oscillating,
which ought to blur most of hisingruments, so I've gambled on transmitting this onetime self-destruct
re-cording. Do not on any account mention it to him, and keep your fingers crossed! Ends!™



Goingin or out of a planetary gravitation well, the compensators often wandered as they struggled to
maintain asteady 1 g pull, or, to be precisein the case of atrip to Sigma Draconis, the 1.08 which they
hed dow-ly built up to in order to prepare the passengers for landing on the larger planet. Leaving Earth,
the effect had been quite mild, but during the approach they had oscillated with a vengeance. By the time
the creaking of the hull announced touchdown lan was feding very giddy.

For awhile helay in his bunk with his harness secured, ligening as the faint hum of the power sysems
faded, and then dl of a sudden found he was siffing.

The ar was growing warmer and drier, and there was an odour in it which he didn't recognise. A word
burgt into hismind like a megnesum flare

Alien!

Ingantly he was dawing at his harness release. Why the hdl was he lying here like a dummy when
outsde was the whole new planet he had come here to explore?

Not pausng to pick up any of his belongings, he raced dong the spind corridor towards the main exit
lock.

And stopped dead the moment he came in Sght of it.
Everybody ese, induding the colond, waited with
impatient scowls in the lock's ante-section. The light
of the new sun, reflected from a mett white bulkhead,



showed that they were dl Saring towards the exit but making no movein that direction.

Vidgons of disagter filled lan's mind. Nearest to him of the other passengers was Karen; he hurled a
frantic question at her.

"The general," she explained in a soft but caustic tone, "is ensuring his immediate unpopularity.
He has a bullhorn and a case full of spy-eyes. Take alook."

She moved aside. Rising on tiptoe and craning, lan was just adle to glimpse Ordofiez-Vico,
framedinthe lock aperture against blinding blue sky, tossing into the air literally by handfuls
scores of light, off-white discsthat soared away like the mythicd "“flying saucers' of last century.

Beyond the lock the glare was too intense for lan to make out more than the predictable fact
that the base q&f had come crowding into the open, but he couldn't see their features.

Abruptly a deep voice boomed, "Who the hell are you, and what do you think you're doing?'

Hisfirg task complete, Ordofiez-Vico dammed his case shut and raised his bullhorn, which he
wore on a baldric. In a crisp bark lie identified himself and described his misson.

There was a sunned slence. Then there followed a roar of laughter, at first nervous, then mocking, and
aclear high girl's voice shouted, "Oh, wait till you've been here a couple of daysl Then youll
know the only secrets on this planet are the diens!”

A rattle of gpplause greeted the remark.

But it served mainly to make the general boil over. He raised his bullhorn again and
bellowed, "You'll regret that, young woman—I promise you! Over there | see the retiring director
Dr. Rorschach—come here, please. And also Dr. Toko Nabura; is that you? | propose to
dart my investigation immediatdy. Take me on a complete guided tour of this base. And | shdl aso



require unhindered access to your computerised data stores. Asfor the rest of you!"

His voice rose sharply.

"Youwill remain here until | return, in plain sght! If one of you so much as walks around to the
far side of the ship, that will be suffident reason for me to close the base and order your immediate
embarkation, bringing nothing with you, not even clothed™

"He's out of hismind," lan whispered.

"Have you only just redised?' Karen murmured dryly.

"Ah . .. General," said the same deep voice as before, which lan now recognised from
recordings—it sounded different uttering an angry shout from wha he had heard in normd
conversaiona tones.

"Yes, Director, what isit?'

"We may a least move into the shadow of the ship?' "Ah . . . Very well, but remember my
spy-eyes are keegping constant watch.”

"And may we speak to our new colleagues?’

Ordoriez-Vico hestated. Rorschach went on, "We're expecting news of our homes and families you
know, and of everything that's been happening on Earth. And the ship's vist has been somewhat
deayed. .. ."

How are these people going to enjoy what they hear? The thought flashed across lan's
mind. The Kenya-Uganda war, the Indonesian famine, the Argen-tine plague, that terrible tsunami
with the two-thousand mile fetch which devastated so much of South Japan, and
everything else that's created such havoc recently . . . Hard to imagine all that in two short yeard

"Very well,” Ordofiez-Vico said curtly. "You may tak together. But do so in plan sght of my
spy-eyes a dl times”

He marched pompously down the ship's external ramp and vanished from lan's view.

"Il be damned,” Karen said, exhding gudily. "If



ever a man combined maximum gall with minimum common sense . . . Oh, well; let's get
outside and see what this place redly looks like."

The crew stood aside to let the passengers go out firg, led by Achmed Hossein, who was due
to replace Toko Nabura. lan was last in line ... and the moment he stepped out, the light hit him
like a hammer. In his haste to leave his cabin he had omitted to bring dark glasses. But the last
thing he wanted was to turn around and fetch them; even so trivial an act might make
Ordofiez-Vico suspicious. He shaded his eyes with his hands, and shortly his vision adjusted
enough to give mhisfirg clear Sght of mankind's precarious stdlar bridgehead.

The base rested on the layer of ribbed, roughened glass into which a half-mile circle of the
plateau had been fused prior to the origina landing. Wind-borne sand grains had
scratched and eroded it, but it was dill hurtfully bright in ful sunshine.

The buildings were low, and clustered together. A sort of pseudopod extended from
them to and past the edge of the glass circle. That was, so to speak, the base's umbilical cord. It
included a water pipe con-nected to a wdl sunk into a layer of wha corresponded to chalk,
where millions of litres of pure sweet rain-water had been trapped in an age when the
climate hereabouts was different, and a conveyor to bring in native vegetation from the north coast, the
only region where it was dense on the island. That was to supply the food converters,
housed over there in a shed adjacent to the refectory and recreation complex and
powered by solar mirrors on its roof. They processed the raw materid into a remarkable
vaiety of humanly edible dishes, not to mention excdlent wine and beer, thanks to the care with which
thar master tapes had been programmed.



It had always seemed ironical to lan that when Yakov Berendt invented the food
converter he had predicted in high excitement an end to famine. How could anybody go
hungry, he demanded, when every tiny village and hamlet possesses a machine capable of turning
any sort of plant from trees to algae into a nourishing, even a ddicious diet?

But people still starved, and not infrequently they did so by the million. Because such a
machine large enough to feed even a hundred people cost as much as a light aircraft or a
luxury yacht. Therefore the commonest purchasers of food converters were hotel and
restaurant chains in the wealthy, not the im-poverished, nations of Earth. The millennium
seemed asfar away as ever.

Partway dong this "umbilical cord" a building stood isolated from the rest, headquarters of the
civil enginesring section Karen was assgned to take over. Direct-ly below lay a vein of
high-quality iron ore, and all around, of course, were vast amounts of duminium compounds. Solar
furnaces, many built right here, pro-vided plenty of metd for building purposes and smple maintenance
of the less complex equipment. Plastics were also made there, from vegetation or the tarry
bitumen equivalent of which a dozen deposits were known on the mainland opposite.

Parked between there and the main portion of the base were five hovercraft: three light
long-distance personnd transporters, two heavy-duty models. It was adow way of getting around, but
they floated, and by following all possible water routes, fuel requirements could be cut to a
minimum, while they could cross dl but the roughest ground. The base's computers had long ago worked
out optimum paths to any destination on the planet, uang satellite maps.

Ordinarily, gpart from one on permanent reserve



gtandby, the hovercraft would not have been here. The personnel spent most of their time far
from base, diggng for history.

The only people who did usually remain here were the 9x members of the department which
Toko Nabura was now scheduled to cede to the newcomer Achmed Hossain, plus the director and
hitherto the chief medical biologist, because in an emergency he must be available to save life.
But that situation would now change, since the two jobs were due to be combined in the person of
Lucas Wong. In any case there had been few medical emergencies; almost no local organisms
could infect humean tissue, and when an exception did occur, the food converters could produce a
tailored atibiotic within a matter of hours—a fadlity which un-fortunately had not become
available until the third trip, or it would have saved the lives of the two people who had died here.

Likewise, there were 9x people in the dvil engineering section, but apart from one person on
base duty they were usualy out at the various digs, supervising the sonic and eectronic
probes, the high-pressure hoses and the excavating machines needed to clear away the debris of a
thousand centuries.

The biologists spent even less time here, for they were constantly studying the flora and
fauna in the hope of garnering clues to the natives disappearance, and—naturdly—the archeologists
were here the most seldom of dl.

It looked as though they had put the last two years to good effect. All around the base
were cartons and crates and cases ready for shipment to Earth. Just so, no doubt, had the
artifacts lan had studied before departure awaited ther turn on the loading conveyor.

A tremor of excitement gripped him, mingled with annoyance because dl that unique materid was
going to be flown out of his reach.



Sx adminidrative gdl, Sx dvil engineers, eight biologists, and ten—well, | guess | should think
in terms of "ten of us' now. Total, thirty. Thirty to unriddle the myseries of an entire planet! It's
absurd!

Whichwas asfar as his musings continued before he was distracted by a cry from the girl he had heard
speak up before: black-haired, green-eyed, dim, un-mistakably Catherine Polyzotis. Catching sight of
WEel as he emerged from the shadow of the air lock in lan'swake, she shouted, "Rudolf! How's
my brother?"

And before Well had the chance to reply, aman's voice was exclaming:

"I'll be damned! They actualy sent lan Macauley! Oh, that's wonderful—I never dared hope for such

good luck!"



A moment later lan found the celebrated Igor An-drevski pumping his hand vigoroudy and
bombarding him with greetings, and one second later dill Cathy was pushing past him to confront Walil.

"What about Dugd?' sheinssted.
Memory whirred like a turbine Oh, yes She's the one whose brother had—was it incurable
leukemia?
Andrevski broke off. Into atemporary local silence deep asawell Weil dropped words as heavy as

stone.
"Cathy, I'm very sorry. But he was dead before we returned home."

"Oh, how tragic!" Andrevski whispered.
lan wastrying to think of something to say that would be sympathetic without being insane, when the girl
samply sat down on the steps and buried her facein her hands.
Weil was about to drop beside her and put his arm around her shoulders when Andrevski checked him
with agesture.
"Leave her, Rudolf. | think | know her alittle better than you do. She has been preparing hersdlf for this
bad news. Let her be doneto accept it in her own way.”
Well obeyed, although he looked doubtful, and went down to mingle with the others. Andrevski laid one
thin hand on Cathy's head for amoment, and then took Ian companionably by the arm.



"Come, let me present you to the rest of your new colleagues. | can't begin to tdl you how pleased |
am that you are here. After seeing your amazing andyss of the inscriptions from Mohenjo-Daro, and
your work on Etruscan funerary moatifs, and above dl your reports from Zimbabwe, | sad to mysdf,
“That man absolutdy mugt come to Sigma Draconidl™

lan suffered himsdlf to be led dong. But dl the time he was mechanicdly shaking hands with these
strangers who were not strangers, whom he had dready been introduced to when they were light-years
digant from him, he was thinking a Sngle repetitive thought:

| never felt so strongly about anybody, not in my whole life, that | would sit down and weep in
public at his death. | should be able to fed that deeply. | would like to. And | can't.

Overhead, like vultures, floated the spy-eyes Ordonez-Vico had turned loose. One, no doubt drawn
by some out-of-the-ordinary body secretion, swooped towards Cathy and hovered right above her.
He wondered if the lure consisted in her tears.

The wait was long and hot. After making his tour of the actud buildings, Ordofez-Vico indsted
on being shown all the alien artifacts which had so carefully been packaged for shipment,
and seeing their work undone, some of the resident personne began to grumble aloud, only to be
hushed by Weil and his fellow crew members, who stressed that what the generd had said was
all too true; he was perfectly prepared to closethe base.

"Maybe we should arrange to—ah—Iose him!" someone muttered.
"Even that wouldnt hdp" was Welil's sour answer. "If he doesn't come back to give his persond
assurance there's no plot being hatched here, that will be the end of sarflight for good and dl.”



Stll, if nothing else, this dday afforded lan to hear the latest news of the excavations, and Andrevski
was voluble on the subject. So were his other new co-workers, in particular the
improbably named Olaf Mukerji whose parents had aso been archeologists and who had met on a
dig in the mountain fastnesses of Afghanigan, and the black American gl Sue Tennant with the short
curly hair and the big disorganised teeth who had done excellent work in Mali, and Ruggiero
Bono, a little tense man who despite his Italian name was Mexican by dtizenship and had made
notable con-tributions to the technique of dating-dating, having switched to archeology from
nuclear physics. And so on.

"Yes, indeed: weve located severd more city-Stes, and their structure and contents do indicate
we were right in our guess about a single focus from which civilisation and culture diffused
without interruption over the entire planet, very much unlike our own stop-and-go-and-stop
pattern, hm? Maybe they didn't like to waste time! Right now we're anking our best efforts into the
one we've code-named Peat."

"Why Pete?'

"What? Oh! P-e-a-t, because the cover is mostly de-cayed vegetable matter and reatively
easy to shift. I've been there a lot recently, with Cathy, who could tell you more than | can, I'm
sure. Next mogt promising is the one we've caled Ash, because it's a Pompeii Stuation; the cover is
friable volcanic dust and also easy to shift, though unfortunately the degree of preserva-
tion is a lot poorer—there were probably earth tremors. But that's Olaf and Sue's baby, so ask
them for the latest. Then there's one which we spotted on a sadlite map and baptised Silt, which were
not redly into yet; it's at ariver mouth and seems to have been buried by fine soft mud and then heaved
back towards the surface



before the stuff compressed in deep water, so we're pushing ahead there as wdl, mosly with
the hoses.

"Weve been busy at the earlier dtes, too, of course. Snowfall One yielded some fascinating
stuff, though Snowfall Two had been subject to so much glacial action we decided we'd
best leave it to a remote automatic analyser looking for anomalous concentrations of metd
and such. And I'm afraid very little came of Seabed either, which we had high hopes of when the ship last
cdled, because the aguatic life hereisjust as destructive as Earth's and the seawater, if anything,
more corrosive, S0 . . ." A grug and awave.

lan findly uttered the question which meant most to him: a Sngle word.

"Inscriptions?”

"l should have mentioned them at once, shouldn't 1? Yes, there have been two very
important developments in that area since the ship last called. First off, Lucass people
edablished something that has absolute-ly convinced us this printed-crystal technique was their
counterpart of writing. Some of the surviving species can actually imprint suitable rocks
with a distorted trace of their own field—leaving a false spoor, as it were, to mislead
predators that are hunting them down. And the second thing is that a each of the Stes we've
opened up in the past two years, we've found what weve nicknamed libraries. Large structures,
jam-packed with printed crystds, and a grest many of them with good loud patterns resonating in
their structure. Plus, naturdly, alot more blanked by random noise.”

"How many isagreat many?' lan breathed.
"Oh, about thirty-five thousand. A few per cent." "What?"

"Damn it, how many books do you find in a humen library?
"I didn't meanthat. | meant..." lan clenched his



fists. "Have you made any progress towards decipher-ing them?"

Andrevski looked lugubrious. "None whatever. So far as the palaeo-linguistic aspect is
concerned, we're rdying entirdly on you. Though naturdly well give you dl the help we can.”

Time had passed. A lot of time. Shadows had lengthened and the breeze was srengthening
with the approach of dusk. Cathy gtirred and lowered her hands from her red-rimmed eyes, indantly the
dry ar erased her ladt tears.

Poor Dugal. To have lived thirty-two years, with such a sharp mind, such splendid
ambitions.. . . and then to have it go for nothing. How like the natives of this world!

Siffly she rose and walked over to the group of her colleagues who were chatting with this new arrivd,
this man lan Macauley who, at least according to lgor, had done work in his twenties which
deserved comparison with that of Michad Ventris and Champollion. He was gaunt and gawky, and he
kept nervoudy plucking at his untidy red hair, but to judge by the smiles on the others faces he
was meking a good impresson.

As she drew near, they fdl dlent and looked a her. No doubt Igor would already have
explained why she was sitting alone crying. Well, for the moment that was over. She felt
purged of grief for the time being, ableto reason and react.

"Dr. Macauley?' she said, and offered her hand. "I'm Cathy Polyzotis, as you've probably redised.”

Somewhat avkwardly he shook with her, and said, "I'm—ah—I'm terribly sorry about your brother,
Dr. Polyzotis”

"Cathy, please . . . Well, | was expecting it, you know. It had to happen sooner or later, and it
can only happen once." She heditated and glanced around. "Is



that generd going to keep us waiting here dl night aswel as dl day?"

"He went back ingde" Igor grunted. "After examining the artifacts we'd packed for dispatch.
Probably wants to make sure the computer records don't de-scribe them as ultra-guns or
hyperbombs or whatever the hdl."

"It makes me feel," Cathy said with a shudder, "tha everybody on Earth must have gone mad.”

"Not quite,”" lan said. "But they're getting close.”

She blinked at him, and the rest of the little group were jolted, too.

"You sound as though you mean that!" Olaf said.

"l think I do. Simply knowing that another civilisation vanished, knowing above al that
the explanation may be in the records they left behind which we can't read.... It's preying on
the mind of the human race.”

"They want to be distracted at al costs,” lgor suggested. "Anything so as to stop
thinking about the idea”

"Yes, I'm afraid that's the size of it. The mood we left behind was ... W, | can only cdl it
ugly.”

Into a depressed pause there broke a booming shout from Ordoiiez-Vico's bullhorn. With Toko
and Rorschach fallowing, he had emerged from the nearest building, the one housing the computers and
communications gear.

"Attention, all of you! You may disperse to your quarters now. Bear in mind that my spy-eyes
are monitoring literdly every word and action! Assemble again in the refectory for a med in thirty
minutes. After you have eaten | propose to question you collectively, em-ploying an advanced
lie detector, and over the daysto come | shall interrogate you individualy, too. That is al!”

He spun on hished and marched back indoors.



"He sounds like a prison-camp commandant!” Cathy said in horror.

lan answered in alow tone, "Y es, he comes of the same stock. An atavism. But I'm afraid he's more
typica of mankind thanyou or I."



Vi

It would have been hard to tel, smply by looking, that this base was in fact basic. Never before in
humen his-tory had so much sheer ingenuity been focused on so tiny a spot.

When lan reached the quarters assigned to him, pushing his beongings on a little trolley, he
discovered they were amazingly spacious; he had expected far more primitive conditions—if not
quite like those he was used to a archeologicd digs on Earth, then at any rate something cramped,
like his cabin aboard Sellaris.

On the contrary, the bedroom was large, he had his own bathroom, there was a sonic
cleanser ready to accept his soiled clothing, the walls were brightly painted and there were
chearful curtains a the window which matched the coverlet of the bed.

But, of course, they were localy spun from the same material used for flooring, and packaging
delicate alien artifacts, and the table and the two chairs—one upright, one easy—were
made of the same stuff, and the floor and the walls and the door and the ceiling and the
bathtub and the shelves were al variants of the same simple metal plate with a foamed
internal layer which was the best the foundry and machine shop here could offer, anodized with severd
colours.

The changes were, nonetheless, very ingeniously rung. He was impressed—as impressed as he
had been when, thinking in despair that his mass dlotment of



twenty kilos would mean leaving behind hdf the reference books and computer programs he
wanted to bring with him, he had discovered just how many data could be crammed into a sngle
cassette of accel eratape when expense was virtudly no object.

He had wound up scratching his head and trying to decide what else he ought to take dong.

And he was positively shaken when he saw the variety of food offered in the cafeteria-styled
refectory, which included every classc dish from every cuisne on Earth, plus a choice of more than
fifty drinks to wash it down.

And to think my briefing covered that in a single sentence—something like, "The machines
provide a diet both nutritionally adequate and exceptionally varied."

He was frankly goggling at the array of selection knobs when Karen Vlady tapped his
arm and murmured, "lan dear, in the next two years you'll have a chance to try them dl!"

A vdid point, in the light of which it didnt seem to matter that this firs time he wound up, somehow,
with bird's nest soup, souviakia, medie porridge with okra sauce, and peaches Melba. It all
tasted most convinc-ing.

The refectory doubled as a lounge and conference hall. Around its walls were plastic
couches, foamed, formed and furred in a single operation, light enough to be carried by
one person if it was desired to re-arrange the room. In the centre of the floor were stackable chairs
and a dozen tables, each capable of seating four people.

Ordofiez-Vico had arrived 'early and created for himsdf a sort of place of honour, with
Rorschach, Wong



and Weil as his companions. He ate little, but kept sweeping the room with a defiant, chalenging
glae

lan accepted an invitation to sit with Cathy and Andrevski, with Olaf, Sue, Ruggiero and Irene
Bakongu —who seemed to be an old and close friend of Rug-giero's—at the next table. Even
though Andrevski kept urging him to take another and yet another glass of a ddicious white
wine, based on a tape ddivered by the second expedition which had retained extraordinarily
fine detail despite countless replayings, lan found the meal a terrible ordeal.
Ordoriez-Vico's spy-eyes had found their way indoors, inevitably, and one of them clung
to the ceiling directly above their table like a patch of mould.

Moreover the knowledge weighed on him: Thisis all of us, and very nearly all we have!

Comparing this base to the planet as a whole was like comparing one human life-gpan to the
period since the disappearance of the natives.

He was not alone in lacking appetite. Much food was left on many plates . . . not that it
mattered, for it would dl be recycled through the processors. When the tenson had reached near
breeking point, Ordofiez-Vico finally rose, cleared his throat and produced hislie detector.

"Your attention, please! First | propose to make some calibrations. | shall put some
guestions, and pick on one of you at random to supply the answer."

He left his seat and followed a weaving path through the hall which took him past every table.
His glance darted from face to face, then to his lie detector, then back again. It was
noticeable that his eyes paused a fraction longer when he looked a the women, as though he
resented their presence.

And it was awoman he caled on to answer hisfirg question: Toko Nabura.



"These diens—how long ago did they die out?" "About a hundred thousand years, plus or
minus four thousand.”

"Why aren't you more precise about the date? You!" And awoman again: Sue Tennant.

Wearily she replied, "Thisis a world with vigorous tectonics and rapid changes of climate. It's
hard to cdibrate the strata”

"Yet you assert that their earliest traces are only some three thousand years prior to
their last. How do you explain that?' He was pointing at a woman again, and thistime at Cathy.

She had spent the meal in a brown study of depresson, eding little, spesking only when
addressed. Now, though, she contrived to rouse herself and find an an-swer.

"Oh. .. Oh, everything pointsto it."

"l want details!" Ordofiez-Vico strode over to her. "Dont think you can get away with vague
double-talk!"

"General!"—sharply, from Andrevski. "Cathy was told, only a few hours ago, that her
brother died after she left Earth.”

"I know all about that, and | still want a proper answver!"
All around the hdl chairs scraped as people pushed them back resgnedly. This was going to be long
and unpleasant, that was plain.

But by now Cathy had dl her wits about her and was looking Ordofiez-Vico straight in the eye.
She said, "With respect, Generd, I'm not sure you'd understand if 1 said that the phi-diffuson factor in
the modified orthorhodocl osites, the pyruvitic gangliar formations, and the Type G-9 artifacts which
are the man items in respect of which weve s0 far edablished a deinite temporal
progression—because they are found at all the Stes weve investigated rather than at one or
two—when taken in conjunction with contemporary C-14



uptake in surviving near relatives of the natives, and the known decay rate of epidermal
pseudo-chitin as established by testing it in various simulable media that correspond to actud
conditions at the various city-sites . . . and sundry other factors, naturally . . . al these things
are what we base our estimates upon, and they happen to coincide within a very narrow band of
the past: three thousand years. But equally | am sure”-this with a sunny smile--"that you
as an ex-pert in your field will take an expert's word in a field youre not conversant with.
Won't you?'

From the far side of the hall there was a noise as though somebody was trying to difle a laugh,
without much success. Ordofiez-Vico whirled, as though suspecting mockery, but dl he saw was
Achmed Hossein halding a ngpkin to his mouth and a great many polite smiles at surrounding tables.

As for lan, he wanted to clap his hands. But all he dared do was give Cathy a wink,
which she acknow! edged with a moue before reaching for the wine bottle.

Breathing heavily, Ordofiez-Vico rounded on Ror schach.

"Youve been here Sx years—why haven't you come up with any solid facts?"

Rorschach, as usud, brushed at his bald forehead as though dill expecting to find on it the hair he had
log snce hisariva.

"But we have. A great many. As a result of slow, thorough research, paticularly by comparing
the scanty remains of the intdligent species themsdves—| meen thar fragmentary corpses—with thar
nearest surviving relatives. Of which there are about four hundred and fifty, aren't there,
Lucas? I'm talking about species, obvioudy."

"Nearly five hundred when you take genetic resemblances into account,” Lucas Wong
said with a sigh.

"So what are these solid facts?' Ordofiez-Vico



barked. "I didn't notice them when | was going through your reports on Earth!”

Rorschach dlowed that point to snk into the minds of everybody else present by hedtating just
auffidently long before he answered.

"Thisisdmogt crud!" Cathy breathed.

"He deservesit," lan muttered.

"Well, for example," Rorschach said, looking up at the ceiling, "we know they were very
much like us in some respects. We know they were interested in the universe around them.
We suspect they traded among each other. We're almost certain they had the equivalent of
writing, and beyond doubt they had trans-portation, communication, science, mathematics.
... But we also know that in some ways they were very different from mankind. Above
all, their culture must have been asinfluenced as all human cultures have dways been by

He paused, having judged—rightly, as was clear—that he had used a word which in the
generd'’s vocabu-lary was of limited sgnificance, and pgorative into the bargain.

"What do you mean?'

"l think you'd better ask Lucas, rather than me," Rorschach suggested.

"l will decide who is to answer which question. In thiscase ... you!"

He pointed at Nadine Shah, a handsome woman (a woman agan, as though he redly believed
he could catch one in a lie more eedly than he could a man) in her late forties, who was Lucas's
chief assistant and the leading authority present on comparative biology.

In a clear voice she replied, "Unless they were improbably different from their surviving
cousins, they were bisexual as we are, but both sexes coexisted in the same individud.
Infancy was a neuter stage; there followed a mde stage; and after that there was



a comparatively short female stage prior to the infertility of old age”

That, for the moment, silenced Ordofiez-Vico, and gave Rudolf Wall the chance to say, "Tha's
new, ignt it?'

Nadine nodded. "Yes, when you lagt cdled we were ill under the misapprehension that we
were dealing with no more than an extreme degree of sexual differentiation. Now we've
actually tracked several individuds through the trangtion stage. It lasts about a year, after which
what was a functional male is incontest-adly a functiond femde. There are terrestrid paradlels, of
course, such as oysers.”

"Kindly do not talk among yourselves!" Ordofiez-Vico snapped. "Smply answer my
questiond” Obediently the company fdl slent again.

"Explain more about the differences between them and us You!" Pointing now a Ruggiero
Bono.

"They thought differently from the way we do, and that's the long and short of it," sighed
the little dark mean. "They approached problems smilar to ours by a different route. Up there on
the moon they equipped their telescope with—with something organic, where wed have
used solid-gtate dectronics. We dug that flying machine out from under a pile of snow, and from
that and everything ese that's reasonably intact we've deduced that they could store enormous
amounts of energy in ways we'd regard as fit only for a kid's toy: like twising rubber bands!
They used springs and filaments, except somehow they managed to pack the energy right
away on the molecular level. Oh, they did things we can bardy guess a!"

"So what happened to them?' Ordofiez-Vico rapped, and pointed at Andrevski for the answer.
Perfectly cdm and collected, the chief archeologist wiped a trace of wine from his upper lip and
planted both elbows on the table with a thoughtful expression.



"Wdl, a great many posshilities remain open,” he sad judiciously. "I'll list them with their
various pros and cons, keeping track as best | can. Theres the possbility that they may have
emigrated, to begin with."

"What?'

"WEell, as | said, many possibilities remain open! Mysdf, | don't think that's to be serioudy
congdered. More to the point, perhaps, is the idea of epidemic disease. We know they had
rapid transportation, so it's conceivable that they may have spread some fatal virus so
swiftly around the planet they had no chance to develop immunity againg it. On the other hand,
the bio-€lectronics on the moon, which have just been men-tioned, argue tha they mugt have been very
illed in organic chemidry. It's reasonable to assume that their medicine too would have been very
advanced.

"Did they exterminate themselvesin a war? Well, weve found no traces to suggest that any of
ther dties were laid waste by other than the natural forces: weathering, earthquakes and
such like. But it's not impossble, even though we've ruled out explosives, nu-clear or otherwise, and
massve doses of any substance we know to be poisonous to the contemporary fauna. And
radiation weapons, too. It's been suggested that some disease may have been ddiberately sown
broad-cast—in other words, they may have fought a biologicd war—but there's an excellent
reason for discarding that ides, too."

"What?

"How could they have crammed such avast range of achievement into so short a time if they'd
wasted any of thar ingenuity on quarrdling among themselves? We've surveyed this planet from
space over and over and over; we've probed the surface with sonar, elec-tronic detectors,
dl our mogt rdiable techniques. Welve found a coherent cross section of relics. In three thou-
sand years they went from—oh—what we'd cal the



Neolithic stage, smelting copper and baking pottery vessds, to spaceflight. It took us more than
twice aslong.”

"How do you know these conditions didn't exist smultaneoudy?' Ordofiez-Vico broke in. "They do on
Eath!”

"A very acute question,"” Andrevski acknowledged. "Let me make my point alittle clearer. We
have found a central focus from which their culture appears to have disseminated—the sole
place at which the full range of artifacts has been discovered. As one pro-gresses along a
line of expansion, or more exactly a cone of expansion, because it broadens as it grows
longer, the lower leve disappears. At the far Sde of the planet from this focus | mentioned, there
seem to be no primitive vessals, no copper implements, no atifacts that can be dated to the
earlier, rather than the later, stage of their development. It's as though, to take an earthly andogy,
the dvilistion which arose in the Fertile Crescent had expanded without interruption
westwards, engulfed Europe, crossed to North America, then spread to the far side of the
Pacific, expanded over the whole of Asia and India and returned to its still-intact point of
origin, where, naturally, things would by then have been very much changed. This is
another thing to hear in mind when considering the posshility of them being wiped out in a war:
this Sngle continuous expangon, as though they never met any opposition. Without opposition, what
cause for war? But—" Andrevski raised an admonitory finger. "This brings in a related
subject, one which | presumed to have been at the forefront of the minds of those who sent
you. Were they wiped out by an attack from space?’

Someone gave vent to a nervous titter. Ordofiez-Vico qudled it with a glare like a flamethrower.
"Goon!"



Andrevski studied his hands with intent concentration.

"This hypothes's assumes the existence of yet another species, so jealous of its privileges that it
scours the gdaxy in search of possble competitors, and upon discovering them attacks without mercy.
Am | correct in guessing that thisis what's worrying people a home?"

Ordoriez-Vico hestated; then he said with an air of defiance, "Yes"

"I see. Asamatter of fact, | carried out quite an exhaudtive computer andyss of this idea when it firg
occurred to me. It led to a pair of extremdy interest-ing conclusions: on the one hand, any such
species with the technology to attain space travel would stand between an eighty-nine and a
ninety-nine per cent chance of fighting a disastrous find war before reaching another star, and on
the other, assuming it did discover hypeflight, it would have technology adequate to sterilise
whole planets, not simply to hunt down members of one particular race. In sum, General,
if that were why the natives disappeared, the odds are severd thousand to one in favour of this
planet having become a belt of asteroids . . . which | think you'll concede it has not?'

Moment by moment Ordofiez-Vico's cheeks were growing redder, as though he
suspected he was being mocked but could not put hisfinger on precisdy how.

"Then what other explanations can you offer?" he snapped.

"Oh, severd!" Andrevski said, and in parenthesis to Cathy: "More wine, please; this is making me
thirdy. ... Yes, saverd, as| was saying. | believe we can rule out predators sraightaway, because there
are no large predators on the planet at present, and without being kept in check by the intdligent
race one would expect them to have multiplied if they existed. Tha is unless ther diet conssted
exdusvdy of ther intdligent



cousins, and having eaten the last of their prey they starved to death—not, | submit,
particularly likely, hm? Parasites, of course, are another matter; it's been correctly remarked that
human body lice would not survive mankind, but again none of the surviving species is disastroudy
infected with parasites capable of killing them wholesde.

"Did their religion call for them to sacrifice one another, and ultimately reach such apitch of
fanaticdam that groups and factions competed to see who could slay the most hecatombs on
the most frequent feast days?It's not without its earthly paralels, that notion. One might cite the
downfall of the Inca culture, the warsof religiousintolerance, the Inquisition, the autos--da-fé
where dissenters were publicly burned dive. . .. Oh, I'm sorry. | should have asked whether
you're rdigious”

"yeg"

"l am not, myself, but | don't wish to give offence. Let me leave that aside, then—because in
any event it's most unlikely. All our evidence points to a planned, rationd, successful expansion
from a angle centre, as | explained, so that kind of lunatic brutality would only enter the
picture if we strained our definition of religion to include an ideology like Nazism . .. the
most colourable of this particular range of suggestionsin my view, by the way. A sngleminded dictator,
perhaps born of an exceptionally intelligent species—that could be the explanation we're looking
for."

"Appearing out of nowhere?'

"Ah, that's what's mogt ingenious about this favorite hypothesis of mine” Andrevski said,
beaming. "Let's suppose tha two events fdl very close in the history of this world: fird, some solar
disturbance irradiated the planet and provoked a higher-than-normal incidence of mutation,
induding one which generated intelligence. Remarkable inteligencel Constant expansion followed



for three thousand years, until the smdl origind nucleus of intelligent creatures had explored the
whole planet —or rather, their descendants had—and visited the moon. And then came a
fatal setback: the planet's magnetic fidd underwent a periodic reversd, like those we know about
on Earth. They perceived their sur-roundings in terms of dectromagnetic fidds, they mogt likely
communicated in the same mode, their entire world picture was dependent on such effects.
Suddenly . . . they went insane. Because they had all, simultaneoudy, logt touch with redity.
How does that apped to you, Generd?"

Andrevski sat back with asmug expression, while Ordofiez-Vico was visibly floundering in the
welter of hiswords.

"A gresat theory," Rudolf Well said drily. "Except that it doesn't hang together. There wasn't any
such solar flare-up; it would have left traces on the rocks of the moon, and we diminated that
ideaon the fird trip."

"And the lagt two magnetic-fidd reversas here were forty thousand years too early and thirty-eight
thousand years too late respectively,” Ruggiero added. "Oh, Igor!”

Not a whit abashed, Andrevski said, "I know, | know! But it would be such an elegant
explanation if it were true, wouldn't it?'

It was beginning to dawn on the generd that he had been led a very long way up a very twisted
garden path. One instant before he erupted Rorschach said hadily, "Whet it comes to redly,
Generd, istha weve been driven back on the supposition that the natives' downfdl was due to
some flaw in their congtitution, but that it must have been one which affected them differ-ently from us.
Maybe their sudden rise to planetary domination was due to a—well, a form of drug. Per
haps some locd food plant mutated into a form which stimulated ther inteligence, but had long-term
effects on their metabolism or ther breeding capacity. Or perhaps



it was killed off by ablight. I grant you that'simprobable for the same reason that an epidemic is
improbable, but we're groping around in the dark, we redly arc!"

During this speech the generd had been recovering his sdf-control by consulting his lie detector and
taking a great many deep and rapid breaths.

He said now, "My impression is that you do not beieve | mean what | say. Well, | do not
believe you, ether! This device of mine'—he hdd it up—"has not revealed any direct falsehoods .
.. but Dr. Andrevski has attempted to confuse me with what he promptly confessed to be
an indirect falsehood! By that | mean a web of words designed to lead his liseners astray. Be warned! It
isnot my respongbility to prove that you are lying. It is your responsibility to prove beyond any
shadow of doubt thet you are tdling the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth! Starting
tomorrow, early, | shall interrogate each of you in turn, in depth andin detall. And if anybody
tries to deceive me, you know what will happen. Now, if somebody will guide me back to my
quarters . ?'

When the general had gone, Cathy said, her face very pale, "A man like that was
chosen by the U.N. to be ther representative, to gft through our data and pester us with
questions. . . . No, | simply don't be-lieveit!"

"I suspect lan could tdl you how horribly trueit is" Andrevski muttered.

"Yes indeed," lan said. "But don't forget—his spy- eyes are monitoring everything we say, and
he may conceivably have the patience to play through every tape from every lagt one of them. | think
we'd better go quietly and quickly to our beds."



VII

Thanks to Ordoriez-Vico, the norma work of the ship's thirty-day stopover was going ahead far
more slowly than usual; still, it was going ahead after a fashion. Ten days after the landing
Well was busy supervising the loading of the first Earth-bound packages into the hold
made empty by delivery of the new equipment which was now being distributed to the
various de-partments, chiefly more refined remote-analysis gear. There had been a major
breakthrough in that field—ironically, as a by-product of counter-terrorist meas-ures.
Most of the new devices had first been used to spot mail bombs and concealed weapons
at frontier posts and airports.

Thanks to the general's meddling, most of the packages had had to be remade after he
opened them for inspection.

"Morning, Rudolf," a voice said from behind him, and he turned to find Rorschach
approaching.

"Morning, Valentine,” Weil answered. "How are thingsgoing?'

"Oh ... not too badly, considering. Everybody has behaved extremely well. By this tune
| wouldn't have been surprised if someone had punched Ordoriez-Vico in the jaw."

"Nor would I," Weil agreed. "I've sometimes been tempted . . ." He mopped his face,
sighing. "When | think of all the things | wanted to see on thisvisit, | get furious. Thisisnt in the least how |
expected to use up my last few days here And | bet it isn't how you expected to useyours."



Rorschach hesitated. "Well—ah . . . They aren't going to be my last few days, after al."

"What?"

"The fact that you have to take Ordofiez-Vico back with you means only nine personnel can be
rotated. So I'll drop off the lig. Lucas never wanted to become director, you know, and | don't think he
deserves to have the job forced on him. My health is good, | have no special ties on Earth
and | think 1'm reasonably well liked by the gaff. So I'll stay.”

Weil gave a whistle. "What does the general think about that idea?'

"He doesn't know yet. But | have plenty of good reasons to offer him—not that one can
be sure he's susceptible to reason, hm? Ah . . . There's one thing that's been troubling me, you
know."

"Only one?' Weil uttered a sour chuckle. "That bang...?"

"Is there a real risk of us being stranded? | mean, even if we persuade the general those
rumours about alien weapons are groundless, is there a chance that the fund may be abolished
anyway?"

"Yes, I'm afraid there is”

"l thought you'd say that." Eyes concealed behind dark glasses because the glare out
here was as ever fierce, Rorschach looked towards the western horizon. "Would they give us at
least some kind of link with home? Perhaps a cheap automatic qua-space missile that
would shuttle back and forth carrying news and data?"

"The suggestion has been made, but it was turned down."

"What?"

"It was blocked by the same sort of paranoid Sugpicion that sent Ordofiez-Vico here. A joint
Russo-American-Japanese consortium published plans for just such a



robot ship, quite cheap, very rdigble, capable of being put into service in little more than a year.
Do | haveto explan what became of the proposa ?!

Rorschach said hitterly, "Another plot by the rich to keep secrets from the poor. The builders
would have firg crack a our dien science.”

"Cynicd! But dl too accurate. Nonetheless, you can rest assured that when | get home I'm going to
devote the remainder of my active life to fighting that sort of shortsaghted idiocy. If | have anything to do
with it, the base here won't be cut off. After all, the data we're taking back include a good
many exciting new discoveries, and perhaps ... No, it's probably too much to hope for.”

"So | gather from talking to our new recruits,” Rorschach sighed, turning to look at the
base buildings again. "They dl pant a very dismd picture. Crigs on crigs, famine, epidemics, dl these
petty wars about nothing much, and here and there sgns of a mgor war. Correct?

"Wes"

"l sometimes wonder, you know, whether there's an inevitable limit to the achievements of
intelligent beings. The natives here—now mankind, not for the firgt time on the brink of suicide . .
. It reminds me of the old joke question: Is there intelligent life on Earth? And we're the
first people in a position to wonder about it serioudy."

With dl too obvious an air of changing the subject, Wall said, "Speaking of the new recruits, how do
they impress you?'

"Oh, | think we'll get on well together. I'm sure Achmed will handle the communications and
computer Sde most competently, and Karen Vlady is extremey likable as wdl as being admirably
gualified, and oh, the lot of them strike me as ideal for our kind of exisence. Bar one, to be
candid, and I'd like your opinion about him."



"Not by any chance lan Macauley?"
“That'sright."

"Yes, he's something of an oddity, isn't he? Tense and remote, and seeming to live
somewhere different from the rest of us. But Igor was delighted to get him, wasn't he?"

"Oh yes, and a present he appears to be stling in wel and meking a good impresson on his
colleagues. | can't say why it is I'm concerned about him; | just know | am. What do you think?'
"I'd back him to crack the naive language.”

"You honestly believe he's that good?”

"He has a great deal of determination. | could tell, the moment | met him, he'd had to
fight a hell of a battle agangt himsdf before agreeing to be sent here. He hated the prospect of
being shut up with a dozen near strangers in the ship, but he overcame that, too, and made
himself popular during the voyage. Yes, | think he hasit in him to batter away until he makes a
breakthrough. But he'll probably go about it some very persond and unexpected way."

Rorschach glanced at his watch. "I hope,” he muttered, "that he doesn't do anything
personal and unexpected today. The general is spending the morning in the relic shed with
him, Cathy and Igor, being told about the printed crystals they brought in from the peat Ste.
It's the most explosive Stuation yet. 1an's unpredictable, as you just said; Igor made it clear the
fird evening that he thinks the generd is a blockhead, and Cathy . . . well, she seems to have recovered
wdl from the shock of hearing about her brother, but she's a deep person and hides her fedings much
too often.”

He brightened dlightly. "Well, at any rate if we get through today intact, things should be easier
from



tomorrow on. The next thing Ordofiez-Vico wants is a sight of our working methods, so
he's going to let us get back on the job. Having something to do will bleed off a lot of our
accumulated tenson.”

| wish that bloody man would get off our necks! | want to start work on these printed crystals
he doesn't give a hoot for. Back on Earth | had how many through my hands—eighteen, nineteen?
And most of their pat-terns scrambled. But here there are hundreds, and at the digs there are
thousands, and I'm itching, absolutely itching to get at them!

Redless, lan paced up and down the ades between the hare metd storage racks of the rdic
shed—not the original, which had been made of steel plates, but a hastily erected substitute
of plastic and auminum, with minima magnetic senstivity.

All around him were thousands of relics brought in from various digs, those in the best
state of preservation or found in what appeared to be significant conjunction with one
another. But every last one was horribly enigmatic. A sort of pear-shaped thing here, with
a hook on the narrow end, about a metre and a hdf long . . . and next a clugter of five corroded
bars, like the frame of a child's swing . . . and next a sort of plate, a concave shdlow disc with
four large and four smdl protuberances spaced equidistantly around its circumference . . . and there
other and always other atifacts, purpose unknown and unguessed.

But I've got to make guesses and start making them right away!

He glanced around. There was some kind of low-key argument going on at the far end of the
shed, where in an open space a big bench hdd an aray of sdentific equipment—radio daters,
neutron-bombardment andlys-ers, various chemicd andysars, and a computer remote with a
metre-wide screen and the controls which



linked it to the base's main computers. It sounded as though it might continue for some while.
Almost guilty he picked up the five corroded bars and examined them. They were large
and heavy, and one of them was hdf a metre shorter than the rest.

Now, if | were a crab-shaped six-limbed creature with electromagnetic perceptions, what the
hell would | use that for? I—hmm! Interesting! | think it was meant to stand upright and,
if it were just a little more spread out . . . Where's that disc? How bigisit?

He leaned the clustered bars against a strut and picked the disc up. It also was very
heavy, but if it were laid on the ground . . . and if that hook-tipped what's-it were .. .

Hmm! He rubbed his chin, staring at the items arranged sde by side. Now, if only...

"Cathy!" he shouted. "This group here, coded Ash 5248 through 5250! Were any
organic remains found in association with the metd bits?'

The dtercation at the far end of the shed broke off.

"Macauley!" Ordofiez-Vico snapped. "Don't inter-rupt when I'm talking to—here, what
do you think you're doing?'

He came storming down the aisle with Igor and Cathy anxioudy following.

lan licked his lips in embarrassment. "I'm sorry. | jus had an idea about how these might fit
together, and even what they might be for. But it's probably ridiculous”

"Really!" The general's voice dropped to a purr. "Now, I've just been told in great detail
that nobody knows whether these things do anything or not, let done what the natives used
them for. I'm delighted to hear you contradict that. Continue!™

Cathy and Igor were both looking furious, and lan fdt the blood rush to his cheeks. He
muttered, "Wdl,



ah . . . If these things are numbered consecutively, | presume they were found together?'
Cathy gave a sour nod.

"Were they by any chance in some kind of large enclosed space, what you might cdl ahdl?'

Cathy started, and her annoyance faded like frost at sunrise. "Yes, they were! | recall
how excited Olaf was when he got into that building. And he found a great many other
similar groups of metal bars, but thisisthe only one he shipped back to base. It seemed typicd, he
sd”

"Why did you ask about organic remains in asociation?' Igor demanded, likewise forgetful of his
anger.

"Well—uh . . ." lan picked up the pear-shaped object in two fingers. "This is very light,
isn't it? But that disc and these bars are very heavy and solid. Suppose the bars were set up
over the disc"—he made illustrative gestures with down-turned fingers—"and this bob were
hung from the crosspiece so it could swing freely. You'd need to prevent it being blown
around by draughts, wouldn't you? So you'd close the lat in with something nonmetdlic, like
cloth or matting, and there you'd have it."

"Have what?' Igor barked.

"Uh . .. Well, wouldn't a species with electro-magnetic senses be very interested in the

approach of an electrical storm? Particularly if they were in some kind of shdter, and wanted
to decide whether to leaveit or not on alongish journey.”

There was a dead pause. Then, al of a sudden, Cathy sad, "Barometer!"
"What?' lan blinked at her.

"Something | found at the peat site and couldn't make head or tail of: a sort of bellows
arrangement, but collapsed.” She slapped herself on the forehead.



"Why in hdl haven't | programmed the computers with data about storm-warning devices? lan, this is
incredible! 1t makes dozens of things fit which never oc-curred to me beforel™

Igor let go a great gust of laughter and flung his ams around lan in an exuberant embrace.

"Very interesting!" Ordofiez-Vico said in an acid voice. "A complete stranger arrives
here for the fird time, and in a matter of days he makes sense of something which I've been
assured made no sense. | find that a most suspicious circumstance. Why, pray, have you
pleaded such totd ignorance?"

There was another pause, but this time it crackled. It siretched to five seconds, ten—and then
lan clenched his fists, his face as red as fire, and took a pace to confront Ordofiez-Vico.

"Because, damn it, there are a mere thirty people looking at a whole damn' planet
across a hundred thousand years! You don't seem to understand what's involved! Listen!
You come from La Paz, don't you? Right: imagine it without its people. It stands there
empty. No one clears that blocked drain. The rains cause a flood. Dead leaves build up
in the gutters, they rot and seeds dart to sprout, blown from gardens and parks. Weeds blot out
the flowers. The paving stones twist and heave as the tree roots burrow under them;
grass grows in the cracks, moss and lichens ap-pear on the walls as the foundations of the
buildings shift. The glass cracks in the windows, and the rain blows in, and the wooden
furniture starts to rot and crumble. Books dissolve into a soggy mess, birds flit in and
make nests on the shelves and insects take shelter in closets and bathrooms and behind
oil paint-ings. Fungi move in, too, and creepers, and mould. Wind-borne dust gathers in
corners both outsde and ingde the buildings, soon, that's dso overgrown.”



His eyes were focusing somewhere far beyond the face of the astonished general, at
whom he appeared to be saring.

"Therés a landdip somewhere. A concrete wal collapses, opens a whole building to the wesather.
There's a temblor, and a hundred buildings fall. All that can happen in one hundred years,
and it's only the begin-ning. La Paz after a century, tumbledown, covered with creepers, the home
of wild animals and snakes and butterflies and birds—how much could you tdl about the way of
life of a human family by burrowing into the rubble and rotting leaf mould, hm—if you
were from another planet and had never seen a live human being? Ask yourself that!
Here's a piano frame—but you have no ears, you never imagined musc! Here's a table knife—but
you don't eat, you only drink liquidd Here's a sewing machine—but you have fur and don't wear
clothest After one century, how much sense would you make of what remained? And we're not
talking about a hundred years here. We're taking about a hun-dred thousand! Ignorance? Don't
make me laugh! It's taken geniusfor the people here to find out what they do know, and it's small
thanks to the shortsighted fools who picked on you to come and pester them!”

He spun on his hed and marched away.

For along, long moment Cathy and Igor stood with their eyes shut, expecting the landdide to crash
down. But the generd remained curioudy slent. They blinked at him. He was very pale and seemed a a
loss.

"Ah. . ." he forced out at length. "I believe—yes, for the time being I've seen enough of
what's in here. Youmay carry on with your work. Good morning!"

And he, too, turned away, with dow worried steps, towards the exit and the bright subtropica
unshine



VI

Now for the verdict . . . !

The g&ff, both those scheduled to remain and those about to depart, were vigbly nervous as they
congre-gated at the refectory to hear the result of Ordofiez-Vico's investigation. The most nervous of
them dl—and the last to arrive, apart from Rorschach, who was accompanying the genera—was lan.

He hestated along time outside the door, his head in awhirl.

| never thought so short atime could pack so many impressions into my memory!

They al seemed to swarm up to consciousness at once.

Seen from the hovercraft in which they had crossed to the mainland of the nearer
continent: a flock of bright globular flying creatures rising to greet the dawn, more like
jellyfish than any earthly bird—supported by ballonets of hydrogen, expanding as the day
grew warmer and allowing them to float inland off the breeze from the ocean, there to trap
blown seeds and tiny insectlike creatures on sticky tentacles by way of food until evening
came and the wind again carried them back towards the shore and the tops of the trees
where they passed the night.

Trees? Not exactly. But tall plants with drooping tendrils and many close-set pae green
plagues on each that absorbed sunlight and at night shrank close to the sems again to conserve
hest.



On a grasslike sward that stretched nearly to the horizon: a herd of animals related to
the vanished natives, draped in loose dark blue or dark red skin almost as thick and tough
as that of a rhinoceros, breathing rhythmically—their upper and lower cara-paces pumping
up and down like a bellows and an orifice at each end of the body opening and shutting in
turn—while they cropped the underbrush.

And, stalking them, a small predator with four in-credibly long walking legs and its
frontal appendages reduced to a counterpart of fangs: two deadly-sharp horny daggers.

And on the rocky floor of an old volcanic caldera: a colony of brownish creatures from the
same generd category complete with ther femde elders; these latter, huge and sedentary and
swollen with their embryonic young, basking in sunlight while young active males brought
them succulent branches, fungudike growths and—why, nobody yet knew—chunks of rock as
big asaman's head.

And at thefirg Ste he was taken to: humming ma-chines quartering hack and forth on the floor
of a pit already some fifteen metres deep, automatically deter-mining with gentle sonic probes
whether anything solid lay under the cover of decayed vegetation, then yield-ing place to the
other machines which cut the cover away with high-pressure water jets and gathered it up
and brought it to a conveyor that took it over the crest of the next low hill and piled it into a huge spail

heap.

There he had seen alien artifacts uncovered, not by the score or the hundred, but by the
thousand in the course of one sngle day: every precious scrap being gfted out, labeed,
photographed, probed and reported to the computers back at base by way of aline-ofsight



relay on the hilltop. Other, more distant sites had to report by satdlite, but this was the closest.

All the appurtenances of what humans would call a dty were here: buildings most collgpsed
but some 4ill roofed, and streets and roadways, what might be warehouses or shops; what might be
a laboratory; what might be some kind of temple, perhaps, or public meet-ing place, in a complex
at the centre with a library—a store of printed crystals—and hivelike dwellings equipped
with water pipes, air vents, mysterious char cod-like bars sunk in the wals, what might have been
a market, or possibly a botanical park, for before the site was buried species of plant
from the other con-tinent had managed to seed and grow through a few seasons. . . .

And there were vehicles, or their skeletons, with a wheel at the front and two behind and
the space between full of some substance that had rotted very quickly and left only a few
dripes of metd to indicate its actud shape, and there were articles made of glass, and many of metd, and
what mug certainly have been trays and dishes and containers, and what correspond-ingy could
never have been anything used by creatures shaped like men.

Puzzing niches marked the walls facing the streets. More were to be found indoors, but these
people had never fitted doors, jus doorways. There were traces of organic compounds in all
niches, but those outside were different from those within.

S much—so incredibly much!

Despair darkened lan's mind.

To think that my fit of had temper may have put paid to all the effort that's been sunk in the
project! Oh, they haven't said as much, nobody has even mentioned the idea, hut—'m a fool!

He drew a deep breath, summoned his courage and findly joined the rest of the g&ff in the refectory.
They



glanced at him, and a few nodded, but they were all waiting for Ordonez-Vico.
In silence lan sat down, by himself, near the door, and waited likewise.

All the while he was touring the digs, the generd had been quiet and sullen. He had lisened a gresat
ded, and constantly consulted his lie detector, but said hardly anything. Three days ago he had
returned and called in his spy-eyes, and settled to the chore of andysing their records. Since then, gloom
hed gathered until it was like a fog shutting out the sunlight; one wanted to shiver even a high
noon.

One or two people had said flatly that even if they were ordered to, they were not going
to go home. They did not sound as though they expected to be beieved.

Smdl wonder. To he marooned with a group of thirty would be bad; with athird as many, or afifth ...

And here was Ordofiez-Vico in his sprucest uniform, and Rorschach bending like any restaurant
waiter to pul and push his char as he sat down. It was imposs-ble to read any emation on the
director's face.

The generd looked around the room dowly, his eyes picking out lan and lingering on him; lan
quailed inwardly.

And then he spoke.

"It is time for me to state what report | propose to make to the U.N. Shorn of its detalls, it
runs like this. The scientists here are contending with a nearly in-superable task, but they have
made agonishing progress under great difficulties and deserve the maximum possi-ble continuing
support.”

There was a moment of sunned slence. Then there was an almost hysterical outburst of
laughter, cheers and clapping. lan sat bewildered, staring at the still pae face of the generd.



Who waited until the tumult died away, and then went on: "It is, | believe, fair for me to say that
my mission was not wholly the fault of those on Earth. To sonic extent you have yourselves to
blame that the true difficulties you arc facing are not correctly ap- preciated at a distance of
nineteen light-years. Oneis accustomed to imagine that modern science is capable of practically
anything; have we not, after all, broken through what was for long held to be the ultimate
naturd barrier, the speed of light? For my own part, until Dr. Macauley painted so clear a picture
for me that | could dmost seeit in front of my eyes, | was not —to use a crude but appropriate
phrase— fedingitin my guts." I'm obliged to Dr. Macauley, and so should you be."
Everybody turned to look at lan, and there was another burst of clapping. lan remained as
still as a Satue.

"l have just two more things to say. First, Director Rorschach has volunteered to remain
for another tour, owing to the fact that | must return and will take up space and food and
air in the Stellaris. | am impressed with his record of achievement and will support his
decision when | get home.

"And, second"—he licked his lips—"I believe | may have offended several of you. |
apologise. | had braced myself for what | knew would be a distasteful task. | had not
expected to find it was also absurd. | wish you all the best of luck."

And this time the clapping was for him, while he sat stiff and immobile with tiny beads of
perspiration pearling down his forehead.

Then the meeting broke up and everybody rushed at Tan—who fled for the exit and the
corridor leading to the seclusion of hisroom, leaving his colleagues behind to stare at one
another in astonishment.



This was lan's door. Cathy tapped at it. Beyond, there was a sound of movement and
then a weary question: "Who isit?'

"Cathy. May | comein?'

Faintly, music could he heard. There was a celebratory party in progress in the
refectory. Traditionally there was a party just before the ship's departure, but this was for a
better reason than ever before.

"Ah . .. Just a second.” The lock clicked, and there he was, rather shyly gazing a her.

"May | comein?'

"Well—of course." And as she stepped over the threshold, he went on, "I'm sorry |
disappeared; it was very rude of me. But I'd been so sure I'd sabotaged the whole project, and
when it turned out I'd done the opposite, | simply couldn't believe it. . . . Well, what can |
do for you?'

She looked at him levelly for a long moment. Then she said, "l suddenly redised that | want to

kissyou." "What?'
"You heard me"
"Yes, but ..." He shook hishead blankly. "Why'?"

"Why?" She almost stamped her foot. "flow can a man be so brilliant and so obtuse?
Listen, lan. What agonies youve been through came from indde yoursdf. Mine came from
outside. My brother must have known he was likdy to die before | got back, but he dso knew
how much 1'd set my heart on being selected to come here, and he encouraged me and |
made it and then, literally within minutes before learning he was dead, | wastold that the only
thing which might have compen-sated—being able to carry on with the work he too wanted to
see done—hung in the balance and might he snatched away. The fact that it wasn't is due to you,
because instead of being mealy-mouthed and servile and cautious like the rest of us, you stood
up to the



general and let your real feelings show. Y ou have a passonate commitment that | envy."

"But . . ." lan sounded dazed. "But | remember clealy, when you sat down to weep for your
brother, I waswishing | could fed so deeply. | can't. | don't have any passoninme.”

She gazed a him searchingly. After a pause she said, "Is that true? | doubt it. | think it's more
that you've never had anybody to fed passonatdy about"

"I . .." lan shook back his untidy hair and squared hisshoulders. "l guessit could be."

"No family?'

"I was an only child, and orphaned young," he muttered.

"Thet accounts for a lot. But dont imagine you lack the capacity for deep feeling. You've
demonstrated that it's there, even though it may be a trifle stunted. Unless you have any
convincing objection, | propose to thank you for it in the nicest possible way. Lock the door and
come here”

After a long time that passed in a flash, she stirred in near darkness and looked at her
watch, which she had kept on.

"Let's go and join the party,” she said. "The ship is due to leave @& dawn, and dfter that we
ghdl have more work than we can handle. Come on and make your good-byes."

Stretching like a satisfied cat, incredibly relaxed, amiling as though the musdes of his face had
forgotten how to do anything else, lan said, "Cathy, why—uh-why not somebody aready?’

"What? Oh!" She shrugged, her dark hair loose around her creamy bare shoulders.
"Well, naturally: several already. Ruggiero, Olaf before he became involved with Sue,
even—after alot of hard work—Igor. . . But there's so much ese to think about, and



we're not here as stlers, so we don't think in terms of one-to-one relationships. Besides, there's
never been anybody here to whom | fdt | could grow close."

"You think you could to me? But you scarcely know me”

"l know you better than | did an hour ago, and | like what 1've found out. | think you're the sort
of person | can go on getting to know better and better for along time. Which is a fair summary of
what I've always told mysdf | wanted." She patted his am affectionately. "Let's move. | don't
suppose anyone is wondering where we arc, but if you don't show up at dl, they may get worried.”

Next morning, when the Stellaris lofted skywards with that strange faint hum he had been
told about, but of course had never heard—that vibration which made the very fabric of
space seem to buzz with controlled gravitic energy—she stood at his side, fingers linked
with his, and seemed to share the strange, rather shy pride which was burgeoning in his
mind, pride that held out the lure of such hope as might make even the most vaulting
ambition take on the promise of eventual real-ity.



Cathy's prediction had been al too literal. From the day of the ship's departure onwards, he
did indeed have more work than he could cope with.

If only | could have some other brilliant ingghts now and then, to keep my spiritsup . . . !

But they didn't materidise. That wild guess about the weather-prediction machine remained unique and
--worse, but unavoidably -- seemed less memorable as the days leaked away. True, programming the
compu-ters with every known item of data concerning meteorologica ingruments did produce a very
wide assort-ment of brand-new hypotheses. But that was what they remained. Not one trandated into a
certainty.

And for dl we can tdl it may have had nothing to do with weather after dl. Given a ample physca
principle—no matter what, magnetism, atmospheric pressure, refraction, anything—one can work
outward from it dong countless divergent paths. Maybe that bob-hanging-on-frame arrangement wasn't a
tool or an indrument; maybe, in ther view, it was ardigious symbol or awork of art!

"Occam,” he kept saying to himsdf grimly. "Remember the Razor: Don't muitiply entities beyond
necessity!”

But who could say what the lost netives had regarded as necessary?



A pattern of living and working had evolved since the foundation of the base which he readily
adapted to. One thought in terms—effectively—of months, but they were formdly termed
"Progress Assessment Units" Each numbered thirty days, of which two a the begin-ning were spent on travel,
to the outlying digs, then twenty were spent at the actud gtes; then two more were allotted for a
return to base; and three days of intendve conferences with the entire staff were topped off with
three days of free time, which, so far as most people were concerned, meant constant debate,
an in-formal continuation of the conferences. To prevent strain building up to the point
where people might become stale, ill-tempered or obsessional, Rorschach had decreed
years ago that the middle day of these last three would be the one on which nobody, but
nobody, talked shop. In the morning and afternoon there were generdly competitions, chess,
go, ahletics, darts, gymnadtics, bridge and haf a dozen other pastimes were selected on the basis
of a computer- generated random-number list. And in the evening there was a party.

It was a well-balanced pattern. Given that the people here were dedicated volunteers
totally com-mitted to the work in hand, it would have been difficult to make them relax
more frequently. The twenty-day periods of absolute unrelieved hard work typicdly
generated just a fraction more menta activity than could be digested in the three-day conference
period, and the "month-end’ relaxation dot was just about long enough for them to unwind
without losing sghnt of what they had been on the point of doing next.

Proof that the syssem was succeeding lay in the fact that even though thirty highly inteligent, highly
individudidic experts were isolated here ningteen lightyears from Earth with the most baffling
possible problem, there had never been a feud, or any



faction-forming, or any disagreement that came to blows. There were, inevitably,
differences of opinion about prece-dence and priorities, because the available resources
were so limited; these, though, fell into the category that might be called "schools of
thought" rather than any red rift among the personnd.

Perhaps, lan thought, living in the shadow of a thousand centuries of renewedly mindless
evolution—as though the emergence of intelligent creatures here had been a misake, a
disturbance of the naturd order, which now was restored—had made these people more careful about
the use they made of their precious taent: reason.

Affable, gimulating, with a phenomend grasp on the over-all pattern of what had been found
here, Igor Andrevski took him on a tour of the major sites as a first move. At the site
code-named Peat, Cathy was uncovering little by little the traces left by perhaps a couple
of million natives: each athinking being, each astonishingly imaginative. . . . Well, it went without
saying. Had they not been like that, they could never have made such progress in so short a
time

And a Ash, Olaf and Sue were shifting thousands of tons of volcanic debris, reveding a very smilar
aty but differently coloured: grey-white, where Peat was yelow-brown. The problems were amilar,
though. At Pest, biologica action had rotted many of the buried artifacts before they were flooded
by water that be-came stagnant and oxygen-free, giving rise to condi-tions like those
which, back on Earth, had preserved the famous corpse of Tollund Man. At Ash, the heat
of thefdling volcanic gecta had dehydrated the relics, but that had not been until hundreds of years after

they began to rot.

Moreover the design, the layout, of the city was dso amilar. It was amilar at the Ste named Silt, too,
where



Ruggiero and his helper were probing what might have become a bed of sandstone had a crustal
plate not tilted as wel as dipping when it accommodated with its neighbour, so that wha might have
been expected to disappear below sea level arched back up again to compensate for a
sudden nose dive a hundred kilome-tres away.

And there was Seabed, which they vidted in agua-lungs, where gorgeoudy coloured weed floated in
the microclimate of the currents caused by the encrusted dreets and roadways because they
were transverse to the tides here, and weird purple animals bombarded them with ginging but
harmless jets of a substance which could kill many netive fish.

And again the pattern was similar at Snowfall One, bar some minor changes which could
easily be due to dimatic conditions. And ...

Late one night, in the cosy comfort of the awning which they had extended from the side
of their hover-craft, with a bitter wind outsde and the savoury aroma of the food delivered by
their portable processor rich within, lan sad suddenly to Igor, "One of each. And only one of

Igor glanced at him, his expression serious. "Yes. | findit incredible, and | suspect you do, too.
Amplify."

"Well . . «" lan hesitated. "Could any intelligent species be so easly bored that having done a
thing once that would be its limit?"

"Tell me what you think. I've been here more than four years. I'd welcome your fresh
approach."”

"I think not,” lan said. "Unless—and this is crucid —unless they had such a perfect grasp of
potential, unless they had such vivid imagindtions, in other words, that they preferred ingght to
experiment.”

"But where in the universe can you start from that will permit you to do that?' Igor
slapped his thigh. "There are phenomena on phenomena. Y ou cannot



extrapolate from the macro to the micro, and | don't care what anybody says. If these creatures
possessed a sense which detected electromagnetic fields (and we hold that they did because
that's the path evolution has followed in other cases), then | don't sec how that can have taken
them any more directly to the concept of energy and mass as interchangeable than—than
our sense of hearing led us to the barometer or the dtimeter or the vacuum pump, even though
those al relate to the same environmental medium which conveys sound. And yet the fact stands:
They appear to have invented the cty once, and a every Ste welve dug over we find precisdy the
same pattern, modified only insofar as we move farther and farther away from the centre. | wish
our computers would tdl us whether that centre is more likely to have been Ash than Peat! My
money is on Ash—but what we take for simple and primitive utensils and tools may, on
the contrary, have been sophisticated fina versions of things that began as something far
more complicated! Compare a vacuum-tube radio set with its modern counterpart,
completely solid-gtate and grown rather than manufactured because in effect it condsts of three
crydd-diffuson units, very carefully doped and very carefully imprinted.”

lan gave a thoughtful nod, mentally reviewing the pattern of cultural diffusion which was
in its way analogous to the crystalline-diffusion process Igor had just mentioned.

"Every city,” he said at length, "has all the most advanced features: at the centre, a
complex of sonic kind which includes what you've baptised a library, plus large hdls, and open spaces
which probably correspond to a square or marketplace in human terms. Good. But it isn't a simple
matter of this particular pattern suiting a particular kind of creature—more, it's a matter of
this creature having invented a pattern and got it right thefirs time, so that whenever a new city
was created



the former pattern was modified in only the most minor details.”

"And some cities, which by both geographical prox-imity and the associated relics we can term the
oldest, have those modifications as indisputable later addi-tions. . . Hmm!" Igor snapped
his fingers. "l just thought of the Stellaris!"

lan looked at him with respect. "I get the point,” he breathed. "After every trip, a
change derived from recent experience. . . But—but damn it! | find it just as hard to believe in a
creature which learned that quickly from experience, and thought it worth gpplying the knowledge
straightaway, as | do to believe in a species that never bothered to experiment and
always got everything right a oncel”

"Yet that's what welve run into!” Igor said savagely. "One aircraft, for example'—he gestured
with his thumb over his shoulder towards the Snowfall One site where the craft had been
discovered—"when it's definite that they had fast long-distance communications for a long
time. Why not dozens of them? Were they dl broken up for scrap and savage during a period of
decline so brief we haven't been able to tap into proof of it?'

"One oceangoing ship,” lan concurred. "Which is even more extraordinary. Search the
seabeds of Earth, and you'd come upon scores, hundreds of fairly wel preserved wrecks. And in a
period of decline—which | grant you is a strong possibility—how would they have been
able to dredge the ocean floor for salvage-able gear?!

"Exactly. That takes congderable technology.” Igor shook his head, his expresson lugubrious. "And
where did they launch their moonships from? We've never found even the counterpart of an
airport, let alone a Cape Kennedy or a Baikonur or a \Woomeral"

"l can see only one explandtion,” lan said after a



pause during which he listened to the wind howling in the nearby mountains.
Igor brightened. "Y ou see even one possibility? Share it with me!™

"That by our standards just about every member of the species was a genius and could undertake
cdculations as a matter of routine which we'd find so tire-some wed have to hand them over to
computers.”

Igor thought about that for a while, and finally nodded.

"It's avalid insight, that. At any rate | think so. | can sense a lot of implications fanning
out from it, as I'm sure you can. It would lead at once to the success of virtudly every new
invention they came up with. Is that what you mean?'

"Mm-hm." lan rubbed his chin. "It would explain why only one ship can be found sunk;
the second time, they got it so right that for as long as they used ocean transport they never
hed another wreck. It might even explain why there are no airports or moon-rocket launch bases.”

Igor blinked at him. "I'm not sure | see quite how—"

"Because they went for the maximum return on minimum effort every time" lan broke in.
"Rather than waste time and energy on andllary systems, they made everything self-contained and
sdf-supporting. That flying machine: didn't Ruggiero say point-blank that it was capable of
verticd takeoff?"

"Yes, and | think he's proved it. You know it was pretty badly crushed, as what wouldn't be
after millennia buried in a moving glacier? But al the computerised recongructions he's
developed for it agree on exact-ly that point: it had landing gear adequate only for a direct
descent onto flat level ground. It didn't roll or taxi; it squatted.”

lan gave afant amile "Yes, I've been spending alot



of my time since | arrived reviewing data of that kind. 1 was very struck by the points Ruggiero
has made concerning the identifiable relics of advanced technology ... not that there are very
many, are there?'

"Maybe we'd be worse off if there were?'

"That's a painful but significant argument.” lan pantomimed an exaggerated wince, as
though he had been stabbed in the heart.

"Yes, except . . . Never mind; | didn't mean to interrupt. | think you were going to say
something d<e"

lan hesitated. He said at length, "Yes, but a point has suddenly struck me which | think |
was blind to overlook before. Igor!" He hunched forward, gazing at the older man. "Was
it when you realised there redly was only one of everything here tha you decided it would be
worth asking for the help of someone like me?’

"Of course. If it weren't for that, a palaeolinguist would be no more help here
than—than a blacksmith. So long as we imagined they were very like us indeed, we assumed there
mugt have been dozens, perhaps hundreds, of different languages. There's an excellent chance,
based on our recent discoveries, that language too may have been invented once on this planet,
and evolved but never devel oped into the range of separate families you find on Earth. My knowledge of
linguigtic evolution is sketchy, but | fancy something of the sort happened in China. Isn't it true that
over a period of amillennium or so the spoken language there changed radically, but the written
language remained compre- hensble?’

lan nodded, focusing his eyes on nowhere. "And particularly in view of the fact that they
very likely imprinted their “incriptions' directly, so that language consisted of shared
patterns of nervous impulses common to dl individuals—in other words, they probably



didn't use names because they identified themsdlves by smply being!" He sat upright with a jerk.

"Hey! Now, that's a point! In a sense, maybe this species never stopped taking! Because so
long as they were dive, they were interacting one with every other! Igor, I'm obliged. You just
gave me a hell of a good takeoff run!"



Outside, as ever, the sun besat fiercdy down, but in the rdlic shed it was cool and the light was filtered
through tinted windows. lan sat at the bench facing the com- puter remote, double-checking the
catdogue numbers of a dozen objects ranged to his left: the pam-szed, finger-thick blocks of atificd
cyda which the diens had imprinted with microvolt currents, an eon ago, and which dill
betrayed & least ahint of the information-bearing pattern frozen into their molecular struc-ture.

Before him was a modification of a device which was used at the digs to detect the
presence of magnetised materials, a cradlelike frame connected to a series of meters and
thence to the computers.

Behind him the door opened. He ignored it; today was the day after the end of the work
period, and people were bound to be brinding in newly discovered atifacts, but he had
particularly requested that any further "libraries’ be left undisturbed so that in due course
he could apply his embryo theories to them.

Then a light hand stroked his cheek and a voice murmured close to his ear, "Had a good
month?"

He amog dropped the crystd whose number he was verifying.

"Cathy!" he exclaimed, and hugged her around the waist. "Yes—yes, | think | have had

a good month." "Whet are you doing?'



"Making some extra calibrations of the patterns printed in these things. Looking for a time
dimengon, mainly—because if there isn't a progression from beginning to end, an dement of sequentidity,
we shdl dmog certainly never understand their languege.”

"Sort of like trying to figure out whether a human book was read this way up from left to
right, or the other way up from right to left?"

"Absolutdy the same sort of problem.”

She perched on the side of the bench at hisright, long legs swinging, the zipper of her blouse drawn far
down on her bosom for the heat.

"l think it's a miracle you can conceive a way of reading their language at dl," she sad after a
pause.

"If we do, it will be" lan dSghed. "But Igor gave me a fascinding indght which suggested a potentid
lead. Back on Earth, when | was firg introduced to the idea that these blocks might be inscribed with a
counterpart of writing, | immediately assumed pens, styli, typewriters, whatever the hdl."

"No tools?' Cathy said sharply.

"No tools. Because snce it's been shown that some of the surviving species can print rocks
directly with a magnetic trace, we've been able to consder the mogt interesting possibility of dl: that
they didn't have to invent writing—they evolved it. It was as naturd to them as making mouth noises
isto us. They merely refined and improved the materids. Instead of making do with chunks of
rock, they manufactured an ideal variety of crystal. Here it is." He waved at the array
beside him on the bench.

"And that means their writing was more like the groove on a disc record or the pattern
on a tape." Cathy nodded. "With the bonus effect that they could read it back directly."

"It goes even deeper. They didn't have to invent a sysem of sound-to-symbol correspondence.
Thar symbols



were a direct reflection of a red-time process going on in their nervous systems; in other words,
they ex- perienced the imprinted pattern as though it were bang —ah—spoken to them. That is,
assuming this electro-magnetic sense was what they used where we'd use sound, and all
the indications point that way. | asked Lucasto make sure that next time his people are sudying a
colony of animdss, they should measure the chang-ing eectrica fidds as wel as merdly observing.”

Cathy raised her eyebrows. "Ve-ery interesting! | can see another conseguence you
haven't mentioned."

"What?"

"Well ... how could they tell lies?"

lan whistled. "That's a point, isn't it? | hadn't got that far. You're probably right. | don't
see how they could be dishonest with each other.. .. Hmm! Do you suppose that's why they
got from nowhere to the moon in such a hurry?!

And before she could answer, he snapped his fingers. "Yet they must have had some kind of nonred
mode of —of speech. If communication were limited to actua experience and present mentd state, it
couldn't indude hypotheses."

"But couldn't they be labeled?' Cathy suggested. "I mean .. . Wel, under most normd circumstances a
humen being can didinguish between what's remem-bered and what's imagined. Maybe the same sort of
overtones were involved in their communication.”

"M-m-mm . . " lan plucked at his chin; he had de-cided to let his beard grow out, but as yet it was
sparse. "l think you're on to something. I'll check it out when | have the time. For the moment, if youll
excuse me, | have to finish cdibrating these; | meant to get them out of the way last night, but | ran into a

"What exactly are you looking for?' Cathy said. "Apat from the tempord sequence you
mentioned.



What starting point can there be in the case of a non-humanlanguage?”

lan gave a humourless chuckle. "Now, that's a good question, if you like! Basically,
patterns that repeat in similar contexts. I'll show you."

He picked up the nearest crystal, laid it in his cradle and pushed a switch. At once, on
the big screen above which was linked to the main computers, a complex stable pattern
appeared somewhat resembling a trans-form of the sounds made by a full symphony
orchestra, in seven colours.

"Those colours correspond to levels of impregna-tion,” he explained. "Not physical
levels—degrees of intengty. Of course | can go to physca parameters, too." He touched another
switch, and the colour dis-tribution dtered ingantly, though the basic form of the display remained the
same.

"And | can go arbitrarily to various temporal parameters—read in sequence from left to right,
up to down, this face to the farther one. . . . Topologicaly speaking, though, reading dl the crystds in
the same orientation should produce a sufficient degree of in-variance to determine whether any
patterns which repeat are isolable as the equivadent of phonemic units™

"Uh..." Sheshook her head. "You just lost me."

"Widl, suppose when I've finished cdibrating every crystd found a one particular Ste—which will
take quite a while until | figure out an optimum configura-tion to automate the process
with—suppose | find there's a pattern which can be isolated in every single block . . . which
actudly is too much to hope for, so I'd set the machines to determine what patterns occur on
the n-plus level, in other words what patterns have been found more often than once per
crystal. Then I'd gft those, looking for the one which occurred literd-ly the mog often, and make an
assumption about it."



"Hrg of dl, that it was a statement concerning an individud member of the species. The equivaent in
humen terms would be 'heis;' 'she did," ‘they were—that kind of thing. And then I'd look for associative
correspondences, or rather 1'd program the com-puters to do that. 1'd look for a phrase
of the structure 'he is XY Z' which | could match up with another ‘they are XYZ." And then I'd
cross-match dl those with other phrases of the same general form. You see, I'm looking not for
atrandation, which would be ridicu-lous, but for a grammar. Once we have a grammar, the rest can be
filled in by trid and error.”

Somewhat doubtfully she said, "Do you mean by 'grammar’ what they taught me a school ?*

"Oh, no. Not unless you were very lucky. Where were you educated?'

"Partly in Dublin and partly in Athens."

"Ouch!" lan threw up his hands. "In that case it's a miracle you found your way here—if you
asked me to name two really reactionary centres of linguistic teaching, stuck in the mud of
the classical languages even after generations of fresh insight after fresh in-dght into what
languageisredly doing . . . Excuse me that's a bit of a hobbyhorse of mine But you weren't sdlected to
come here for your brilliance in linguigtics so . . ." He interrupted himsdlf, faling over his tongue. "Oh,
sometimes | think I'm the most tactless person alive! | mean, | know an about your work
with Soper and Dupont at the Viking Stesin Nova Scotia—"

"Actually what settled the matter was the colour of my eyes," she snapped. "Idiot!" And
blew him a kiss, and added, "Go on, will you?'

"Uh. .. Sure. A grammar is not what | suspect was taught to you: a set of rules which
lays down that this is right and this is wrong and this is a solecism but permissible—hm?’
He tousled his hair with dis-tracted fingers. "No, it's far more like a sysem of



topological relationships, and in fact modern grammar borrows much of its terminology,
like invariance, straight from topology. To give an example: It's not a question of 'if
member-class-A then member-class-B' -- -nothing to do with 'the adjective agrees with
the noun in gender, number and case—but much more like “if member-class-B then member-class-A
aready happened provided A and B are members of the same fidld.' Kind of a feedback Stuation!”

"l think | follow." Frowning. "But even assuming that this is true of human languages,
what grounds do you have to imagine it may be true of the native lan-guages?'

"Wadl, Igor's indght suggested that they may not have had languages, plural, but at worst the
equivalent of dialects . . . which would be alogical starting point anywhere in the universe,
come to think of it. It's been shown that all human languages have a funda- mentaly identical
Structure—"

"What?"

lan looked faintly surprised. "What else would you expect, given that we dl go on two legs, dl
make noises with a mouth in the front of the head, and so on? The fundamental structure is
associative; juxtaposition and sequence in time are a perfect instance of invariance in the
grammaticd sense. You make a dtatement about event A and object B by composing an
utterance that connects the agreed sound symbol of each with the other. If alanguage can be
cdled a language, then it's got to have at least that intrinsic feature, regardless of the
decorations added later. You surely must have been told that baby tak in every known human
language is grammaticaly consistent?'

She shook her head, seeming alittle dazed.

"WEell, it's true. A Japanese mother and a German mother and a Russian mother and a
Maori mother will dl use the same kind of grammar when teaching their



babies to tak: the very smple two-unit pattern which was what you and | and every other
articulate person began with."

Still apparently a trifle dubious, Cathy nonetheless nodded. "Even o, if you establish this
kind of pattern, bow far has that taken you? I mean, where do you Sart the actud trandation,
whichiswhat it'sdl about?"

lan leaned back with a sigh. "Oh, once we've got past theinitid stage of andyss, itll be a bit
like what Ventris did with Linear B, except he did have some known languages to work
from...."

"Detald"

"Il show you where to track them down in the computers. The story's quite
fascinating, a real piece of detective work. It turned out that what he had, even though everyone
else said it couldn't be, was archaic Greek, written in a script meant for a totally
different kind of language. And you ought to look at the way the Spanish priests misread the
writing of the Amerinds, too, because the only script they knew was phonetic—more or less—and they
had no vaguest nation of what a hieroglyphic syllabary was like." He sighed again, more
heavily.

"lan dear!" She leaned towards him. "l don't want to be told about your problems. | can
imagine them. | , want to be told about your ways of solving them!"

"Sorry!" He pulled himself together and essayed a nat too successful laugh.

"Wel!" he resumed. "The next stage is to apply some a priori assumptions. Igor

mentioned one of the mog important when we were having tha initid con-frontation with
Ordofiez-Vico. Most, though not all, humen languages differentiate between



masculine and feminine, in noun and pronoun structure particularly. Though of course a
great many languages extend the concept of gender far beyond anything found in European
languages. So a good point to start would be to look for structural differentiation that
might conceivably correspond with the sex change of the natives. It may not work; we may not come
up with anything as Imple as 'he does XYZ' versus 'she does XYZ' because the—the word units
may be absolutely different for the active male phase and the sedentary female stage. As it
were, 'he eats' might turn into 'she devours.' But the principle is the only one we have, so
if a hunt for sexud indicators fals well have to carry on diminaing all the possibilities in
succession. It goes without say-ingthat a creature like what we find here must breathe, eat, excrete,
relae to its fdlows, communicate, and so on. So wel have to Seve out any such word units and test them
for consstency and invariance.”

He glanced at the crystal before him. "Oh, that's been in there long enough!” he said, and
removed it and reached for another. Craning forward to look at the screen as he did so,
Cathy exclaimed, "Say, when you touched it, the pattern atered!”

"WEell, of course.” lan blinked at her. "I'm a conductor, and so are you."

"No, that's not what | mean." She dipped down from the bench. "It was more like . . . No, I'm
sure those metres jumped. Have you checked the crystals for a piezo effect?’

lan sat rock-till for a second. Then he grabbed her hand and bestowed a smacking kiss on the pam.
"Geniud"

"What?"
"There's an old saying: The genius sees what happens, but the plodder sees what he expects
to happen.



Ay-ay-ay! Evenif this does mean | have to recalibrate every single damn' crystal, | think what you
just did was tell me how to locate the time dimension. Hang on!"
He dropped the crysta back in the cradle, and thistime, instead of Ietting it lie there, pressed on it, at firg
gently and then with increasing force until the pattern on the screen dissolved into a blur.

"That'sit!" he shouted. "Cathy, you're wonderful!"



Xl

"Director! May | tak to you for a moment?'

Stralling around the perimeter of the base as twilight fell, Valentine Rorschach didn't pause as
lan called from the window of the relic shed.

"Provided you quit addressing me so formdly!" he answered. "Come out here and walk with me
for a while. You spend too much time cooped up in there!”

A minute later, pulling from having come a a dead run, lan fell into step beside him. He said
anxiously, "l hope | didnt interrupt, but—"

Rorschach did exactly that, with meice aforethought.

"You'e driving yoursdf too hard, lan. | hate to say so, but I've seen it happen before and |
don't want to have to order Lucas to start issuing you with tranquilizers You lack perspective,
man! You've achieved more within a shorter time of your arrival than any-one since the base
was edtablished, at least in terms of generating new ideas for us to follow up. Why is that not
enough for you? Is it because you're afraid of lodng Cathy if you don't outstrip dl possible
competi-tion?"

lan was taken totally aback by the question. He stopped in his tracks, and Rorschach
likewise halted, swinging to face him.

"lan, lan—Ilan. . . . You knew pretty much what |
was going to be like before you came here, didn't you?"
lan nodded. Part of the preparation for histrip, and



indeed part of the briefings for everybody due to replace the personnd rotated home, had
congsted in face-to-face no-exit confrontations with clever actors taught to duplicate members of the
staff here, so that the newcomers would be acquainted with their failings as well as their virtues,
and any dangerous weaknesses on their own side would be reveded.

"Wadl, | imagine they covered everything except this new baldness of mine,” Rorschach went on,
tapping his over-high forehead. "Equdly, they took you to little bits, you know, and they warned
me in the tapes that arrived with you that you were liable to over commit yourself. So . . .
Let me put it this way: I'm delighted you called out to me, and that we're talking out of
earshot of everybody else, because otherwise 1'd have had to contrive some elaborate excuse to have a
private chat."

lan blinked a him.

"Oh, not to issue any kind of—of reprimand!" Rorschach beat the air as though it had
annoyed him. "Jud to warn you that you're overdoing it, and there's no need.”

Licking his lips, lan looked around, taking in the now distant shapes of the base buildings the long
shadows left on the glass foundation beneath by the sun as it sank below the horizon in a
welter of thinly shredded cloud . . . and said at length, "You know, for a mo-ment | was
going to be angry at having my privacy in-vaded. But it wouldn't make sense, would it, to
prize privacy when we're trying to pedl away dl the vals of history from the native race?’

"When you're provoked into it," Rorschach said in a judicious tone, "youre capable of
admirableingght. | don't mean on the professional level; you've demon-strated that beyond
a doubt, and in fact 1've compli-mented Igor on his indght in nominaing you for



recruitment. No, I'm thinking rather of . . ." He turned and gazed towards the setting sun.

"I'm thinking of the point | touched on just now: having to run to keep up. Agreed, it
would be marvel-ous if we could solve the mystery of the aliens before the ship comes back.
But what can we do here that will decide whether or not it does return?'

The words struck a chill deep into lan's mind. After a pause for sober reflection, he said, "Do you
honestly think they may not send her back?!

Rorschach spread his hands in an empty gesture. It's one of the possibilities | have to
bear in mind as director of the base. That's all. Oh—no, it isn't quite dl. | was going to make
apoaint in connection with you and Cathy."

"Whet?'

"Over the years Snce | was gppointed, I've done my best to devalue dl the things that go in the way of
our thinking a home. High on the lig is jedousy, of course. Did it ever strike you that it's most
corrosive when it occurs in what might otherwise have been a stable rdationship, immune
from outsde interference? Don't bother to answer; as | said, when you're pushed to it, you
possess admirable insight. But someone has to push, and I'm pushing, and what | mean is
that Cathy had been here two years dready when you arrived, and a the present moment nobody
reents the fact that she decided it was with you she wanted to edablish a permanent
relationship—small wonder, since you're so talented—nbut the situation is precarious and if
the suspicion burgeons in one single mind that you're driving yourself because you're
afraid Cathy can be seduced away from you, instead of because you want to solve the
mystery that concerns us al . . . | believe there's no need to labour the point.”

lan remained silent for a long moment. He said eventudly, "Vdenting, now | know what made
you such



an ideal choice as director here. | never met anybody more tactful than you. I'll postpone
the request | was gaing to make."

Rorschach chuckled. "Go ahead and make it any-way," he said. "The answer will be no,
but 1'd like to have the data on file, as it were, so as not to be taken by surprise”

"Okay," lan said. He drew up the zipper of his blouse because it was turning cool with
the advent of evening, and absently began to walk again, Rorschach keeping pace. Gazing down at the
ground, he went on, "l was thinking of something which, | suppose, tipped the balance between
success and failure for me when | was working on the Zimbabwe ruins

"When you proved that what might have been simple decoration was actually a script,”
Rorschach sad.

"Mmhm." lan nodded; it wasn't worth pretending to be modest about that, because if he
hadn't done so he would not have come to Igor's atention and would not have been invited here.
"l decided that before | could assgn any—any levels of priority to the various possible sgnificances
of the script, if it was one, 1'd have to think mysdf into the skin of the man who made the inscription. So
for amonth I lived as he would have done: eating what | could trap or gather, sleeping rough
every night, drinking from water holes shared by animals and hoping that I'd live through the
infec-tions | was bound to fall sick with. . . . | stripped my-sdf, little by little, of the ideas I'd
brought with me, and dimbed back towards the basics, hunger and thirst and heet and cold and dark
and light. | got one hel of a bad case of sunburn. But | also got what 1'd set out to look for: an
indght into the man who inscribed those mysterious symbols™

Rorschach uttered an unashamed whidle of astonish-ment. "You want to try that here? But how can
ay



humen possibly dream of establishing a sense of identity with the Draconians?'

lan stroked his newly luxuriant beard with a lugubrious scowl.

"He can't" was his answer. "On the other hand, he can druggle his way towards a sense of
what for them was redity. We see colour, for indance; presumably, so did they because there are
eyelike organs on all the large species here. But was colour important to them? | suspect not. |
suspect that what we would think of as tone colour—in other words, the subjective
response they had to the pitch of an dectromagnetic fidd—must have been what counted for them. |
don't know, | can't be sure, but I'd bet onit."

"Bven assuming that that's s0," Rorschach said after a pause for reflection, "are you asking me—or
rather, if I hadn't declined in advance, would you be asking me—for permission to set up house
inone of the ndive city-stes, and try to live off the land, as it were, until you achieved some kind of
divine revelation?' He chuckled. "Hunger and thirst and subdinicd infection, you know, generate the
maogt surprisng attitudes towards the universe, but | doubt whether many of them are vdid"

"Not exactly,” lan said awkwardly. "What | was actually going to ask for was the
resources to start congructing asmulacrum of one of the natives"

They had been strolling along side by side. Now, without warning, Rorschach stopped as
though he had struck a glasswall.

"Say that again slowly,” he requested. "And let me have thefull details.”

"Well—ah ." lan made vague waving movements. "What | was thinking of was a sort of
shell, about the right 9ze for a man to fit into, with the necessary movements built in, based on the kind
of principle they use



for modern prosthetics. | imagine the data to design a gadget of that type must be in store
here because the medicd data banks are very comprehensve, aren't they? In effect one would need
to fed directly the actua bodily processes of the dien creature. Whether it could be carried as far as
the crucial sexual switch, from active mde to sedentary femae, | don't know, but there could be
ways of feking that, | guess And just s0 long as the—the world view was right. . . . For
example, suppose one devaued Sght to plain black and white but upgraded sound, usng a sonar unit,
to the point where that combined with enhanced tactility was providing a majority of the user's
information about the environ-ment ... and assigned additional variety to suggest the range
of electromagnetic perceptions we presume these creatures had, and . . ." He clawed the air,
seeming to grope for the right words. "And as for the hormond revolution—well, one doesn't have to
be a woman to find andlogies to the process of pregnancy and labour, even though one does have
to throw out a hell of a lot of in-built biases."

He hesitated. "Would that be permissible?' he ven-tured.

"Not only would it be, it is!" Rorschach declared with an ar of findity. "In fact, | think | can
uggest a means of converting the tactile impulses into some-thing more sgnificant to the user. If one
were to exploit the known sensitivity of the retina to changing mag-netic fields, one might
very well—but damn it!" He rounded on lan. "Thisis absurd!"

"I'm afraid | don't understand.”

"No, you wouldn't. But | should have done. | could kick myself from here to—to the
civil engineering block!" In lieu of which Rorschach stamped on the glassy ground. "Yes,
yes, yes! The technology exists for usto get under the skin of another species, and



so far as I'm aware it's never been tried! Are we mad? Arewe out of our minds?'

"If you redly want an answer, and that question isnt smply rhetoricd ... 7'

"What? Yes indeed, | do want an answer!” Rorschach's voice had peaked to a near shout; now it
abruptly dropped to normd. "Quite serioudy, lan, a project like yours has been feasible since long
before we arrived. Thetechniques exigt, or can be developed from the kind of gadgetry we use to
help the blind, the maimed, the deaf. . . . Lord, that lie detector of Ordofiez-Vico's has a
sense that most human beings don't possess, be-cause it can analyse our body secretions
and compare them with a norm and then compare the norm with the profile of the speaker's
voice. If we do have that gift, it'salong way below the conscious levd.”

lan was sheking his head over and over. "No, you're jumping to conclusions, I'm afraid. Thered point
isthis. Not until we had a clear grasp of how different the natives were from us, rather than
how much alike we were, could anybody—me, or Igor, or you, anybody —have suggested this
plan. Because if it works, what will count is not how much of the aliens we can after-
wards understand; it's what they might have understood of usif they'd survived to meet us face to face.”

Face drained and anxious in the gathering dusk, he - leaned close to Rorschach as though half
afraid he wasn't making himsaf clear.

"You're absolutely correct,” the director said. "And so was lgor when be suggested that we
ask for you. Youve jus put into words—more, into the shape of a practicable plan—something
which I've sensed, just as|'m sure Igor must have . . . and done nothing about. Because we couldn't
See any way of implementing it."



He dapped 1an on the shoulder.

"I think this month | may break one of my own rules. | think we may talk shop on the day
when it's forbidden. At any rate, if | know my staff, | can foresee this propostion of yours
parking their imaginations like alight being set to a blasting fusd”



XIl

Sitting informally around in the refectory, some of them sipping wine or beer or
excellent imitations of fruit juice, the staff listened to the regular bald sum-mary reports
with which the monthly conferences al-ways commenced. After hearing the others out and
making his own brief report, Rorschach called on lan to describe hisnew idea

Igor and Cathy had dready been told about it and made prompt, excited suggestions, but the impact
on everybody else was gunning. When he finished speak-ing, there was a long thoughtful silence;
then, one after another, people started to nod, gazing into no-where.

"l think it has something for dl of us" Rorschach said at length. I can see dozens of ways in which it
can be expected to generate spin-off in the form of brand-new insights. Let's sort out one
urgent question firg, though. Karen, can it be done?’

The plump civil engineer was leaning back in her chair with a dreamy, speculative
expression. At men-tion of her name she roused hersdf.

"Hm? Oh, sorry, Valentine. . . . Yes, | can't think of any reason why not. Though it does
depend on how elaborate you want to make the -- ah -- the sensory illu-gons”

Lucas Wong leaned forward. The short, heavy-set medicd biologist, hadf American and hdf
Chinese, took



more after his father's than his mother's traditions, and seldom spoke without long reflection on
any weighty matter. Now he was uncharacteridicdly enthusiadtic.

"Oh, there may be ways we can get around the sensory problem! lan, do you know
whether you're a suitable subject for hypnoss?'

lan snapped his fingers. "No, I've never been tested for that, but aren't there drugs which can be
employed to make one more susceptible?"

"I'll check that out,” Lucas promised, and rubbed his hands in obvious glee. "Oh, this is a
marveous ides, it redly i9"

"We'll have to build the simulacrum oversize,” Nadine Shah warned. "Fitting a man
inside it—hmm! But as to the actual construction, | think that will be quite easy. I'm certain
we have aufficient datain store about the physical properties of native tissue, the articulation of
joints and the characteristics of their nervous sysem. Achmed, what about the interface be-tween
the machine and lan himsdf?'

"No problem there" Achmed answered. "Paticular-ly if he can be hypnotised. We can use
microminiaturised sensors with some kind of direct nervous input, the same as they use on
mechanical arms and legs nowadays. I'm sure details of those must be in store inthe medica
banks."

Ruggiero Bono caught Rorschach's eye. "Vdentine, can | ask a question? It may seem trivid, but . . .
lan, what exactly are you expecting to get out of this gadget? | agree it's a fascinating project and
certainly will jar us into thinking about problems that might not other-wise occur to
us—but let's face it, a man isn't a Dra-conian and never can be!”

"You heard in Igor's report that, thanks to Cathy, | discovered how the natives most probably
read their printed crystals, manually deforming them to amplify the otherwise very fant
patterns. The trouble isthis"



lan looked rueful. "Precisely because of the piezo effect structured into them, the smple weght of the
overlay at the various sites where we've found libraries has dreadfully distorted what trace
patterns remain. It is infact amazing that we've managed to find so many well-preserved crystas.”

He spread his hands.

"The consequence, of course, is that instead of immediately becoming easier, as | hoped, my
job has suddenly proved to be more difficult than it seemed before. And it won't ever sand a
hope of getting done unless| can grope my way to an educated guess about the reason why Draconians
used these crystds. Cathy has correctly pointed out that it's unlikely they were able to lie to one
another—"

"Why not?' Sue Tennant demanded. He gave a summary of the thinking that lay behind the
assumption, and she rounded her mouth into an O and leaned back inher char, convinced.

He went on, "So it's improbable that we have to ded with fiction, isn't it? On the other hand:
they had advanced science, so there may be the equivalent of textbooks in the libraries. And
they had a keen sense of aesthetics, symmetry, proportion and naturd rhythms, a glance at the map of
one of their cities will confirm tha. So the crystads may wel be works of art, counter-parts of
music or poetry. It that's the case, we shall never be able to do more than we can with
them al-ready: amplify and display the patterns stored in them.

"There's one ray of hope, though. Stop and think for a moment about the communication pattern
of a creature that's constantly aware of a changing, pulsng, vibrating aura, to which every other
member of the species contributes smply by exising. Would their language not depend on referents to
redl-time events rather than arbitrary symboals like human words? Let me give



an example of what | mean. Individual A wants to inquire whether Individud B is hungry. Does
he gener-ate a completdy unrdlated pattern of Sgnds? | say to someone, 'Would you like
something to eat? There is nothing of the nature of food or hunger in the question, is there? But a
Draconian would—at least | suspect he would—ask by imitating the pattern associated with lack
of food, and modulate it by imposing other patterns defining 'ask’ and direct what he was saying to the
correct hearer by reflecting that other person's pattern ... asit were."

"They spoke in ideograms,” Lucas Wong said, and snapped hisfingers.

"Right! Right!" Growing more and more excited, lan leapt from his chair and began to
pace back and forth, frowning terribly. "I haven't managed to work it all out in my mind
yet, but the outlines are starting to appear. Just as Chinese writing origindly conssted of stylised
pictograms, so the Draconian language would have evolved from a number of relatively simple
root concepts most probably associated with bodily states. Naturdly, over the centuries it would have
grown to he tremendously sophisticated, and the same difficulty that a modern person finds
in dissecting the original shape for "man’ or 'house' or “sun' from a contem-porary Chinese
symbol will no doubt be found as we try to analyse these imprinted patterns. But we take
it for granted that they did get hungry, feel tired, ex- perience the sexud urge, and so on."

Ruggiero was nodding repeatedly. Now he said, "Youve answered my question splendidly,
only here's another. Even assuming you do manage to make your educated guess, and it turns out
that we actually have —oh, let's be optimistic and say textbooks—how in the world arc you going to
extract any meaning from them? Trid and error could take from now until doomsday!"

"Not to mention,” Achmed put in, "the fact that we



now have thousands and thousands of these crystals, but the ones we most want may be the
spoiled ones. If the Draconians did leave a message about their fate, in the faint hope that one day
someone might come here and read it, they'd have made it conspicuous. Put it on their moon, for
example. But we know that up there no crystas were found at al.”

"l think they may have been more special than just books," Igor saidd musngly. He cupped his
chinin his upturned hand, garing & the floor.

"How do you mean?' Rorschach said.

"Oh..." Igor waved in exasperation. "More like experience stories. Think how ussful it would
be to us if we could go somewhere and hear—perceive directly —read the thoughts of a long-dead
genius. That would condense the time needed to climb from a primitive village to a moonship,
wouldn' it?"

For an indant they sat dumbfounded at the grandi-osity of the concept; then Achmed pulled a
calculator from his pocket, passed his fingers rapidly over its input Sde and shook his head.

"Sorry, Igor. The ideas ingenious, but it won't work. The capacity is inadequate by a factor of severd
thousand. You'd just about manage to store two total per-sonalities in a library of the size
we've so far dis-covered."

"I think you'd be lucky to pack intwo,” lan said.

Igor shrugged and sat back. "Pity!" he said with hisusud engaging grin. "I thought I'd had a
brilliant ingpiration.”

“In a way you have" lan admitted. "Given direct experiential communication with other
people, and total honesty, plus what we assume to have been extremdy high intdligence by
our standards . . . Nading!"

The comparative biologist glanced a him. "Yes?' "Those black shreds associated with the telescope,



the biodectronic sysem as weve decided to cdl it: are there any milar objects here on the planet
itsdf?'

"Nothing we've been able to identify for sure,” Na-dine answered. "Which is hardly
surprising. The stuff would have rotted or maybe been eaten!”

"Yes, | suppose s0," lan sghed.

Igor erupted again. "Eaten! Say, you don't suppose that any of the quasi-RNA has
been transmitted down to the present, do you? Wasn't there something | once read about
printed memory molecules ... ?*

"For dl we can tdl," Nadine said, "we may dready have seen direct descendants of the Draconians,
never mind descendants of the creatures that ate their organic circuitry. Had that never struck you?"

Igor nodded. "Yes, | remember discussing thet idea when | first arrived, on the trip before
yours. You're thinking in terms of a harmful dominant mutation which deprived them of the power
to reason and communi-cate?'

"If that were the explanation for their downfall," Lucas said, "after a hundred thousand
years of mind-less reproduction you'd have to regard the present day offspring as a different species,
urdy.”

"Agreed,” Nadine said. "Still, the fact does stand that there are literdly hundreds of surviving
animds like enough to the Draconians to be their cousins. Thet is, assuming the scanty nature of the
actual physical remansweve found isareigble guide, and we haven't inadvertently filled out our
picture of them by drawing too many comparisons with the contemporary fau-na"

"Inany case" lan sad flaly, "I don't see how such a mutation could have spread so rapidly through a
gpecies with such command of gpplied biology."

"Good point,” Olaf Mukerji said. "It couldn't have, not unless it was spread
deliberately, and that brings usclear back to the idea of warfare, or adecison to



commit racid suicide. And when we get back to some-thing we've talked about ad nauseam, it's
high time to stop weffling and reach a decison. | formally move that lan be given all the facilities
he requires. | think the ideaisadmirable and | can imagine the results being sensationd.”

It was not, however, lan who generated the next sensaion.

Ten days into the next monthly work period, he was taking with Lucas Wong and Nadine Shah about
some snags that had developed in the first design for the mock Draconian. Grouped
around a computer display screen, they were tesing the various andogies derived from surviving
gpecies which best promised to dlow the occupant to inhabit the device in comfort. At the far
end of the computer and communications hal Achmed Hossein was engaged in a routine series of
checks of thar sadlite rdlay equipment.

The conversation was becoming heated; none of them noticed when Achmed broke off his work with
an exclamation and bent to listen intently to one of the links connecting the base with the
archeologicd digs.

But afew seconds later he caled out and interrupted them.

"Hey! That was Cathy! She and Igor have found something incredible &t the peat Stel”

"What?" the other three demanded in unison.

"She says it's indescribable, but so tremendous we dl ought to drop whatever were doing
and go there a once."

"Can't she send us a picture?' lan asked.

"She says Igor is too excited to bother rigging the cameras, and anyway they want to
strip off as much cover as they can before nightfall.” Achmed reached for a switch and
sent out a signal for Rorschach, who shortly answered over his persona communicetor.



He made his mind up the moment he heard the news.

"If Igor says it's that remarkable, we pay attention. Pass the word. Is Lucas there? AK if
hed mind being left done here for a short while”

"I mind very much" was the reply. "But go ahead, and bring me some souvenirs when you
wine home."

They reached the peat site well before sunset, and the moment they breasted the adjacent hill
over which the conveyors were carrying spoil, they realised just how accurate Igor's dam had
been.

Now the huge pit was about ten metres deeper than when lan had seen it for the first time; the
digging machines were dl concentrating on one amdl area near the centre,

Smdl by comparison with the full extent of the site, but not with a human being. Cathy and Igor were
both dwarfed by the wdls of the pit, and at its bottom ...

Cathy caught sight of the new arrivals as they left their hovercraft and came hurrying
down a slanting wakway from the pit's rim. She rushed to greet them, though Igor offered no more
then a chearful wave and a shout. Both were muddy to the knees with the mess caused by the
high-pressure hoses used to undercut the cover.

"It's fantastic!" she shouted exuberantly as she flung her arms around lan. "It it fantastic?"
The others were too astonished to do more than nod.

What was being revealed was a low building, con-sisting of a hexagonal base some
twenty metres on a sde, of indeterminate height because as yet the digging machines were a long
way from the base of its walls. But its height was unimportant. What did matter was that
on its roof, gligening in the sunshine and not sm-ply from wet but from the vividness of its
colours—blue, red, green, ydlow, in dternating hexagons that



were large and regular on the back, small and regular around the midsection, much smdler and
less didtinct but sill very regular below ...
A gtatue. Unmigtakably, a satue of a Draconian. But at least eght times life-size.

"Marvedoud" Rorschach whispered.

"And amazingly close to our reconstructions, too!" Nadine sad in high ddight. "Apart from
gze, | mean. Though | never dared guess that they had such beautifu patterns on their skinl"

Proudly leading lan by the arm, urging him towards the platform level with the statue from
which Igor was directing the machines, Cathy said, "We spotted the regular shape of the building, of
course, which is why we chose this spot to make a deep trench, but at first we thought the
thing on the roof was just a pile of rubble. Goodness knows what it's finished with, but
that surface has some very weird electrical properties and gave back the most mideading
reflections. But you haven't heard the hdf of it."

"Very exact,” Igor rumbled, wiping sweat from his face with one hand as he carefully
re-aimed a water hose by remote control. "You, and we, have seen a quarter. Buried under
dl this muck, there and there and there"—he pointed at the stratified, sectioned walls of the
pit—"there are three other buildings apparently identicd with this one, and each would appear to
have another amilar statue on the roof.”

"l can dmogt imagine” lan said soberly, "the ghosts of the Draconians chuckling at the way they
keep gringing surprises on us”



XIl

Mystery piled upon enigma now in a manner unprece-dented even on this world full of
insoluble riddles. Straightaway Rorschach summed up the situation and gave orders tha
accorded with Igor's recommendation: for the time being, their full resources must be con-
centrated on this particular Ste, while the others could be left to automatic machines and supervised
remotely from the base.

He dso indructed Karen to prepare the mekings of temporary accommodation and ship them
here by heavy-duty hovercraft, and rig extra line-of-sight re-lays to cope with the
enormous mass of data bound to be flooding the computers.

Within five days, the base had effectively been transferred to the peat site; only a skeleton staff
would henceforth remain at the origind location.

And even with al their personnel on hand, they found themselves dazed, baffled,
confused, at the plethora of new discoveries.

It was clear that lan's brilliant notion of making a simulated Draconian was going to
have to be postponed indefinitdy. But he didn't regret thet fact. It had been intended as a way out
of a temporary dead end. Now there was the chance that some other, brand new avenue of attack
might offer itsdlf.



Working furiously, but hardly daring to stop even when they neared exhaudtion for fear thet the
mechines might uncover some all-important new object when they were asleep, Igor and
Cathy and Sue and Olaf and the rest of the archeological team exposed the matching four
buildings with paingtaking thoroughness. Meantime, Nadine Shah and Lucas Wong studied the
gtatues with the aid of Ruggiero.

There were indeed four of them, one per building, and as nearly as could be defined they were
identicd, apart from incidentd damage during their long period underground. Why, why, why
should the first-ever naturalistic sculpture found here be on a monumental scde? These
datues were without precedent; not even figurines or dolls had been dug up before.

And then came more unanswerable questions.

As the digging machines reached the origind ground levd, they revealed a surface very like an earthly
pave-ment, cracked and deformed now but obviously once dl of one piece, a poured layer as
durable as concrete made of grit bonded in aresin chemicdly akin to epoxy glue. On it were fragments of
roughly cobbled, virtudly primitive devices: a wheel and a rod that might have been an axle and
abearing or trunnion that didn't fit it properly, suggesting some kind of Smple cart; another, detectable
chiefly because of the metal clamps which had held it together when most of its substance,
perhaps wooden, had rotted to leave only smudges of anomalous compounds in the peat,
incontestably—so the computer reconstructions claimed—a cross between a barrow and a ded, a
container to be dragged dong on a plain runner, without even one whed!. . . .

So out of keeping with the master-craftsmanship of the buildings, let alone the artistic brilliance
of those satued

The entrance to the firg building proved to conform to the usud doorless Draconian pattern. lan and
lgor



hed thrashed out a theory to account for that; suppose, they said, that anything solid enough to be
what we would cal a door was dso solid enough to isolate the occupants from the interplay of electricd
fidds outsde —then it would follow that they'd find the situation intolerable, just as a man dhut
in a sensory-deprivation tank with naither light nor sound will go insane. Some-thing might once have
plugged those openings to con-serve heat, but it would have been thin and soft and eesly
destroyed by time.

Jugt ingde, they made a series of even more agtonishing discoveries.

First, they came on a vast printed crystal: ten metres long, dmost two metres high,
emanaing—very weakly, but unmistakably—a single clear pattern of resonance. Then, beyond,
they came into a wide-open hall, lighted by day from above because, as it turned out, the
material from which the statue on the roof was constructed was translucent, and admitted
soft coloured luminance, much like a stained-glass window.

There were objects, artifacts, blocks of crystal, blocks of some kind of plagtic, countless
things digributed randomly around the floor. But what was most important was that here
were also a full score of Draconian corpses, excdlently preserved by comparison with any that
had been studied before, and including for the fird time ever a ful range of the species. from a
sedentary old female, perhaps already into the dusk of senility, clear down to a baby, no
longer than a man's forearm.

Lucas and Nadine shouted unashamedly for joy when they came on this treasure trove,
and instantly set about examining them.

Within a day, they were prepared to state categoricdly tha for the firg time the humen
investigators had tapped into the decadent, preterminal phase of the natives existence.



"But how can you be so certain so quickly?' Rug-giero demanded when they announced their
opinions to the assembled company that night over the evening meal. Here, there was none
of the comparative luxury to be found at the base; they sat on stools and ate with their plates on
their knees, and all that stood between them and the chill of the night was a two-layer inflaigble
which Karen had hadtily had made from a smple plastic.

Nobody cared.

"Three main reasons," Nadine said. "Fird, dthough the soft internd organs were destroyed very
quickly by putrefying bacteria just as they would have been at home something stopped the
process before the outer integument was seriously affected, and the actual skdetd dructure is
virtudly intact. We've found what can only have been congenitd deformities. Ankylosed joints, for
example, particularly in the case of the baby, which exhibits complete fusion of one joint in each
fordimb and two other fusonsin the waking limbs.

"Second, the associated artifacts. One of them is -- -was -- still clutching what we
recognised after a bit of “that's familiar' as a regular Type H-2 artifact, but carefully
ground down to make a knife. Or some sort of cutting tool, anyway."

"Excuse me," Karen said. "For the moment | forget what H-2 is”

"Glass with embedded strands of something apparently organic, about nineteen or twenty
centimetres long."

"Oh, yes. Now | know what you mean. You say ground down?'

"No doubt of it. By rubbing on a smooth piece of rock.” Nadine stretched and
suppressed a yawn. "One can dill detect traces of the rock in the paradld microscopic grooves that
converge towards the sharp end.”

"I find the case convinaing dready,” Rorschach said. "But what's your third point?'



Lucas took up the tde. "Even the skin patterns are preserved,” he said. "You must have noticed that
when you broke in here, Igor?'—with a glance a the dderly archeologist. "And they're diffuse. Irregular.
You might say deformed. While those on the statues are perfectly regular.”

"Thet I'm not convinced by," Igor said. "Why should not they have idedised their monumentd stetuary?
We do."

"Far more important,” Olaf Mukerji said, "why only monumentd statuary?"

"l think 1 can answer that," Ruggiero said suddenly, and snapped his fingers. "Yed lan, you'd be the
person to put this idea to, which just this moment hit me. I've been calibrating the properties of the
substance those statues are built from, and | can say definitely that its extremdy
sophigticated. It doesn't behave the way you'd expect in any band of the spectrum bar visible
light. I'm not talking about X rays or gamma rays, obviously. But in terms
of—oh—ambient electrical fields, above al, it's doing things | didn't think were possible."
He set aside his food plate and hunched forward.

"Could it be thet they didnt make statues until they were technologicaly advanced enough to create a
substance that—well, that gave back a<ggnd correspond-ing to a real Draconian? In other words,
until they could make a statue that was lifelike in electrical aswdl as visud terms?’

"It figures" lan sad a once. "Thank you, Ruggiero; | like it! I'll go see if there's any
correspondence between the 9gnd from the giant printed crysta and—"

"Tomorrow!" Rorschach boomed as lan made to rise and leave. "We still have a year and a half
before the ship comes back, you know!"

lan gave arueful grin and resumed his sedt.



"And there's something | propose to do tomorrow, too," Igor said. They al glanced at him. He went on,
"We know the Draconians liked areas of high humidity, as one would expect, moist air being agood
conduc-tor and dry air avery poor one. Hence, for instance, their neglect of such areas asthe high arid
plateau where the baseis. But I'm wondering whether there are enough dataiin store for usto recover
something about the meteorologica patterns of ahundred thousand years ago. It was what Ruggiero just
said that reminded me of this point; it occurred to me afew years ago, and there were insufficient data
then, and I'd forgotten again until now. Nadine!"

"y e
"Y ou've mainly concentrated on animd life, | think, but | presume you've studied vegetation, too?!
She hesitated long enough for Lucasto say, "Of course. We had to from the beginning, to make sure
what species were best suited for conversion into food and plastics.”

"Now, I'mignorantinthisarea," Igor said, leaning forward. "But | seem to recall reading that—oh—a
forest can change the locdl climate. Isthere any way we can determine whether the Draconians
deliberately dtered the climate to facilitate their expanson?'

lan whistled and dapped his knee, and someone be-hind him clapped hands.

"We should be able to establish that, yes" Lucas said with a pleased smile. "You mean seeif the plants
associated with city-gtes from a continuum?'

"More or less" Igor agreed.
"But in some cases we know they did," Nadine said. "We've been assuming that when a species of plant
was taken from one continent to another it wasfor food. Weve found, for example, seedsright at this
site here which belong to species widespread only on another continent. And even somefairly well
preserved fronds.”



"But we haven't spedificaly checked to see whether any are plants that encourage moisture in
the air," Lucas countered. "It's a useful new line of approach, ist it?"

"Oh yed" Nadine said, nodding. "Well certainly program a computer to follow it up.”

After that there was a short pause, broken at last by Rorschach, who gave a chuckle.

"Know something? | like you a lot! | love working with you. Every time we reach a new
plateau of dis-covery, you can be relied on to mull things over for a while and generate a
thousand new ideas in quick-fire succession. Lucas, | predict a lot of insomnia tonight. Suppose you ask
around and seeif anybody wants tranquilizing. Me, I'm tired. I'm going to say good night—and I'll be the
fird on thelig for atranquilizer, please, because my brain iswhirring like a turbine.

Hdf an hour later, in the companionable darkness of the tent they were sharing now, lan said
sleepily to Cathy, "You know, you're a better tranquilizer than any that comesin apill.”

She gave him aplayful jab in theribs. "So that's what you make love to mefor!”

He chuckled and drew her down close to him. Resting his cheek againgt the softness of her
hair, he said, "In away, yes. That is why."

"What? What do you mean?"

"Oh . .." With the arm he didn't have around her shoulders, he made a gesture in the air.
"l guess what | mean is that you've worked a marvelous transforma-tion in me. When |
came here, | was scared and worried and—and outright terrified, on a very deep level of
my mind. Now I'm not. | get dreadfully frustrated now and then, but because you're you

and be-cause you decided you liked me, I'm able to digest it and recover and carry on." He
hestated. "Whet |



reslly mean, | suspect, isthat | love you very much.”

There was a moment of silence. Then, in a changed voice, Cathy said, "I'm beginning to love
you, too, lan. In a way | never felt for anyone before except Dugal. A closeness. A sense of
intimacy. 'Bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh . . ." Except that it's more 'mind of my mind," if
you follow me"

"That'sright,” lan said, and hugged her tightly.

Nothing else, for the time being, seemed worth saying, and lan was dmos sure Cathy had
dozed off when suddenly she said, "Do you suppose the Draconians fdl inlove?'

"l don't know," lan said in surprise. "Maybe. . . . No! No, | doubt it, on reflection. If it's
true they condantly communicated one with another just by exiding, then very probably they'd have
been in much the same relationship as a brother and sster, asit were—except, since al females were
elderly, it might have been more parental. Y ou loved Dugd, but you never fdl in love with him.”

"l see what you mean,” she murmured. "The same thing used to happen in a kibbutz,
didn't it? At least according to some authorities”

"Right; | ran across that, too. Kids raised in close association, much like members of one large
family, tended to be reflexively exogamous. They married out of the community more often then they
married within it. And if it's redly true that the Draconians expanded smoothly from one foca point, then
they would dl have belonged to one community, as it were, and the situation would scarcely
have been conducive to what we cdl fdlinginlove"

"Poor things,” Cathy said drowsily. "What they missd ... !I"

And, aminute later, she was fast adeep.



XIv

Little by little, the same process as usud overtook dl the new discoveries: they erupted like lava
from the crater of avolcano, and glowed and flowed for a while —longer than at any other stage since
humans arrived here, granted, but doomed to the same fate in the end —and findly they cooled
into the dull, grey, obdurate mass of another insoluble problem.

It took almost half a year for that stage to be reached, however. Nearly to the midpoint
of his first tour here, lan was kept abuzz with the continud simu-lus of fresh suggestions.

In the other three identical buildings there were no well-preserved corpses, but there were skeletd
remains, and in nearby buildings others were found, many of them beng somewhat deformed,
too. Moreover they kept unearthing more primitive constructs and tools, right on the
topmost layer above the pavement, as they moved outward from the centre. It was generdly
agreed within a couple of months that this could well have been the spot where the last of
the race came to huddle and wait for death. Another indication that this was a safe
assumption was presented when a skdeton of an old femde was found with a hideoudy
deformed embryo's skeleton enclosed in the womb area; no trace of the hide or internal
organs had survived, and a predator or carrion-eater had gnawed the bones, but enough
remained in associaion with



each other for the Studtion to be reconstructed by the computers.

"Isit possible," Rorschach asked Igor and lan, "thet they regarded those statues as some sort
of magic charm? Were they dying out because of some dominant harmful mutation, and did
they erect the statues as a last desperate appeal to the powers that be? Something idealised,
beautiful, glamorousin the gtrict sense ... 7'

lan clawed his beard. "It's a sound speculation,” he admitted. "But somehow it doesn't jibe
with the impression of the natives psychology that I'm evolving in my mind."

Igor glanced a him sharply. "Why not? Look, we've established that those huge printed crystas, one
a the entrance of each of the four buildings—go ahead and cal them temples, I'd say!—each of
the four resonates a Sngle loud pattern. To the Draconians they must have been as degfening as a Sren!™

"True enough, and the pattern is very simple and very clear,” lan conceded. "But the
whole sequence of their development runs counter to the idea. They seem to have hit on a
grand plan, and stuck to it for about three millennia, and collapsed so abruptly that they were
back to the simplest and most primitive de-vicesin the blink of an eye. Now, | smply can't make
mysdf beieve that if they'd been handicapped by beief in capricious supernaturd beings they'd have
achieved what they did. And for the notion of gods or fate or what-have-you to appear a the very last
moment .. . No, itringsfdse”

"Unless they did have religious convictions right back at the beginning, discarded them
and retained only the memory of their existence as a historial curi-osity,” Rorschach
offered. "That might explain why they reappeared at the deventh hour.”

"Ye-es. ..." But lan ill sounded doubtful. "'l



add it to my computerised hypotheses, see if the machines can come up with any pointers
to it. But | cantin good fath assgn it ahigh priority.”

"I'm not asking you to," Rorschach murmured. "It's just that for the first time since we
discovered Ash | have time on my hands. Everyone is so busy, they aren't creding
adminigrative problems.”

"Just as well," Igor grunted. "Problems of our own would be superfluous, given the
guantity we've had wished on us by the netives."

Occasional breakthroughs continued. It was with high delight that Nadine came to
report spin-off from Igor's remark about plants that would tend to keep the local humidity high.

"We ran a complete review of dl our data about the vegetation,” she announced. "Not only does your
idea check out, Igor, because we've discovered something that's been right under our noses and
should have been spotted long ago, but we got a bonus with it."

She had come upon them while they were impatiently waiting for the digging machines to remove
another metre-thick layer of the cover; at this depth, the decayed vegetable matter was so compressed
that it was lignitic, on the way to becoming coal, and the task was proceeding dowly.

"Wadl, tdl usdl about it," Igor invited, leening back against the rail of the catwalk spanning the
NOwW enormous pit.

"First off, we discovered that there was a genetic exploson among the plant life here just
about a hundred thousand years ago." Nadine paused impressvely.

"Do you mean," Cathy ventured, "that some common cause led to the plants and the
animal life mutating?'

"No, that's too wild a guess. What it does look like is proof that the Draconian practised
SHective



breeding of crops. It was to be expected, given. thar use of biogectronics, but for some idiotic
reason we never actudly sought out the evidence before. Igor, we're obliged to you."

Igor waved the compliment aside. lan said, "You're taking about—oh—the kind of process which
evolved wheat from wild grass?’

"Exactly. But not just that. Let me get on to the bonus. It's far more than just proof of
something we should have thought of before. Enough unaltered substance remained in the
corpses we found over there"—Nadine gestured towards the first of the four identica buildings, now
referred to as "temples' despite lan's miggvings on the matte—"for us to conduct some
comparative studies on the germ plasm of the Draconians, and that of the contemporary fauna
Care to guess what we came up with?'

The others exchanged blank looks. lan suggested, "Proof of selective breeding among
animals, too? But surely you'd expect that. We know the Draconians were primarily
herbivorous, don't we? But that needn't have prevented them from breeding pets or the counter-part of
milch cows!"

"Yes, we did find evidence of that, naturaly!" Nadine brushed the point aside
impatiently. "But we findly know that they ddiberatdy tailored both plants and animds for use as
toold"

Stunned silence greeted the clam. Eventually lan sad fantly, "How the hdll . . . ?"

"It's very technicd, I'm afraid," Nadine admitted. "I left Lucas trying to figure out how it can be made
clear to a nonspecidist because | wanted Igor to be the first to hear about the discovery. Bascdly,
though, what it amounts to is that in several species, both animd and vegetable, we've found organs that
appear to have little or no evolutionary purpose. You know we have automatic



samplers drifting with the ocean currents all thetime, sudying aguatic life, and weve been
collect-ing data on land long enough now to have avery good idea of the evolutionary chain here:
sometimes amazingly like ours, sometimes taking an unexpected detour, sometimes
seeming to jump a stage which on Earth gaveriseto awhole complex of lifeforms. Well, it
occurred to me"—Nadine gave a modest cough— "to check whether these anomaous extra
organs, which don't appear in the more primitive forms even in em-bryo, asit were, might be
sengtiveto eectricd fields. They are, dl right. We have awhole assortment of dif-ferent plantsin the
lab right now, and Lucas is play-ing field patterns at them, derived from those printed on
your crydtals, lan, and they're reacting.”

"Hey!" lan said. "I'm going there right this minute! You two tdl me if you find anything equaly
impor-tant—cancel that! Ten times as important!”

"Yes" Lucas sad in a didactic tone, "Nadin€es right. It looks as though these plants here may be
descendants of the earliest counterpart to the bioelectronic system we found on the moon."

He pointed at the array on the lab bench at the end of the room. The plants, in ordinary
plagic pots, were an unremarkable selection of commonplace-enough species, but two
automatic eectronic devices were did-ing along a rail above them, somewhat as though the
recording and replay heads of a tape recorder were to be moving while the tape remained
still. A computer disolay on another wall made it clear a a glance wha was happening. The first
of the devices "played" an dectricd fidd over the plants, in a pattern derived from randomly
chosen printed crystals; the second, follow-ing about a minute later, detected that the
field had been impressed on the plants and was resonating in the



mysterious organs unrelated to evolutionary need which Nadine had spoken of .

"Veay interegting,” lan said thoughtfully, and made to take a closer look. Lucas checked him.

"No, keep away, please. You can't see it from here, but there's a fine mist of water playing all
over the bench—a sort of miniature fog—to improve conduction, and | don't want a
two-metre pillar of water to cause disurbancesin the fidd!"

lan chuckled. After a pause, he said, "Tdl me, have you thought of any use these plants could
have been put to?"

"Be reasonable,” Lucas countered. "We only just discovered that the phenomenon exids it's far too
soon to start guessing why."

"I was just wondering about the wal niches we keep finding in al the cities here,” lan
murmured. "Every lagt one, | believe, contains some organic trace. Could these plants have anything to
do with thet?"

Lucas pursed his lips. "That's a very sensible suggestion,” he sad. "Nadine dear, would
you—?"

But she was dready punching the nearest computer read-in.

Two minutes, and she reported, "We'd have to let a few sample plants rot, or bake them in an

oven or something, to Smulate a decay process, but if you asked me to give an advance opinion, 1'd
say yes. Plants like these could very wdl have been placed in those niches™

"Hmm!" Lucas regarded lan with respect. "I've been told over and over that you have amazing indghts
now and then, but this is the first time you've favoured me with the benefit of your tdents. I'm
impressed. Tdl me more. What purpose could they have served?'

lan spread his hands, blushing vivid red . . . much against his will, but it seemed to be a
reflex he was doomed to endure until the end of his days.



"I can think of myriads of possibilities. As to the interior ones . . Well, how about
amplification of naturd dgnds? They could wel have needed a communicaion or data processng
system, the way we use phones and so forth. As to the outdoor ones, they could be anything from
weether detectors to—to route indica-tors, signposts for people wanting to vist another city! Or they
could identify an address, or they could relay newsof public importance, or they could—" He broke
off, grinning. "You go on!"

Lucas gave an answering chuckle. "Yes, | take the point. Talk about being premature. .
.. Still, we now have something redly concrete to work on. It would be even better if you were
to crack the language for us, though." He gave lan a keen glance. "Making ay progress in
thet area?"

"I'm afraid not. I've turned most of it over to the machines you know. Sfting the well-printed
caydds for the sort of patterns that might give us a clue because they recur in identical
contexts would be difficult enough for a team of a hundred experts; for me, vir-tudly
sngle-handed, it's ridiculous. But there is one thing that's becoming aarmingly clear.” He
scowled, looking into nowhere.

"What?' Nadine demanded, coming to stand at his sde.

"There's the most amazing degree of resemblance from one crystal to another. | mean,
amost to the point where you could believe they were originally identical and have just
been altered by the passage of time"

"But | thought—" Lucas began, and checked, biting hislip.

"You thought they varied tremendously one from another? So did I'" lan sounded rueful.
"Unfortunatdy it turns out that much of the contrast from one to the



next is due—or at any rate ascribable—to the in-built piezo effect, which you know about,
| think." They both nodded.

"Constant pressure, from varying weights of over-lay, has superposed an irrdevant Sgnd on
each crysd. Now that I've managed to program the computers to eliminate this chance
effect, every approximation brings me closer to an underlying identity. It's in-furiating!
But it does prove one thing: We don't have to do with anything like a book or a recording
of music. What we actually do have, though . . . Any ideas? It would be a fair trade if
you gave me an in-dght too, hm?'

Lucas and Nadine stared at each other. Eventudly Nadine said, "Bt if they were origindly identica,
why have so many of them?'

"You tdl me"

Lucas shook his head. "No, | have no ideas at all. All | can think of a the moment is my own
problem.”

"l thought you'd just solved one,” lan said with a gmile

"Which, as usual, has dragged another in by the tal." Lucas leaned back againg the edge of
the nearest bench, his plump haunches deforming against the hard square metdl.

"Right now the likeliest theory we have about the fate of the aliens is that they were
overtaken by a del-eterious mutation. Correct?”

"It'sthe leeder by amile" lan grunted.

"In that case, given what we've just demonstrated about their knowledge of
genetics—their ability to modify plantsand probably animasto use as scientific instruments—how in
the whole wide galaxy could they have overlooked and failed to cope with a mutation in their
own germ plasm that was obviously apt to ex-terminaethem?"



Lucas shook his head with an expression of pure incredulity.
"It makes absolutely no sense to me. Not a sliver! Not asmidgen!”



XV

The lava of hot new ideas solidified into a grey dull mass just about at the same time as
the rainy season arrived, and a huge gloomy inflatable dome had to be erected over the peat site.
The drumming of the con-tinud downpour, which would lagt for &t least forty and probably more like
fifty days, was no more welcome for being inevitable; it seemed like a ruffle of funerd drums.

Rorschach therefore decreed that it was time to return to main base and hold the
monthly review conference there, in the hot sunlight which al of them had so often
complained about, but which at least did not possess the mind-dulling qudity of this steady
monotonous downpour.

His judgment, as usud, was accurate. When the firg session of the conference assembled,
people were already looking a lot happier, thanks to luxuries that were not available at the
temporary base on the main-land, such as sonic deanang machines for their clothes —they had
been doing their laundry the ancient way, with water and detergents—beds that were better than
dicky inflatable oblong cushions and a far wider choice of diet than the portable food converters could
supply.

Heard in this context, so comfortingly redolent of faraway Earth, the summary initid accounts
of progress from each successive department seemed more impressive. It was as though, out at the peat
gte, onefdt



dominated by the past. Here there was the chance to rediscover abdief in the future,

lan pondered that until the time came for him to give his own report, and then repeated
more or less what he had already told Nadine and Lucas. It did not sound much better
than before; still he could comfort himsdf with the argument that even negaive knowledge was
useful.

When everybody had concluded what they had to say, Rorschach took a sip of the beer
he had before hm in a stein which Karen, on the spur of the moment, had had made for him on
discovering that this con-ference coincided with hisfifty-fifth birthday, and said musngly, "One thing
srikes me, ligening to you dl."

They looked expectant.

"You seem to be talking as though you've reached a dead end in every last area. I'm
puzzled. To me, it sounds more as though you're meking constant breakthroughs.”

"Vdentine?' Igor said, gesturing.

v

"You're nearly right in what you say." The elderly chigf archeologist hunched forward,
cupping a glass of wine between his hands. "Naturally, as a result of discovering our very
splendid identica buildings—out of deference to lan, | won't cal them templesl—as a result of that, we
have indeed made ahdl of alot of progress. But . . . !"

He sipped hiswine before resuming.

"But,"” he said again, more forcefully still, "we're caught in a vicious-circle process.
True, we know far more about the natives than we expected to half a year ago; weve been
amazingly lucky, which is another way of saying we've kept our eyes and minds open axd
responded when something turned up. On the other hand, though, precisely because we have
collected so many new facts, we have many, mary more combinations



we can make of them. Each of us, in our own way, could be regarded as having the same
problem that lan does: so long as we are simply gathering data, without a tentative
framework to hang them on, we're going to go on being frustrated more than we're
pleased. | therefore wish to move that we revive lan's plan to build a simulated Draconian
and see if we can develop astrong hypothess, on the basis of hisrecommendations, against
which to test what we think we know."

"Seconded!" Cathy said promptly from her place at lan's Sde.

"Before | invite the mesting to discuss the motion,” Rorschach said, "what does lan think?!

lan pondered a long moment before replying. He said, "I'm willing, if people don't think
it would take up too much time and distract us from work at Pegt.”

Ruggiero raised his hand. "l don't sec how it could,” he said. "Igor's right: simply making a
grand pile of data is ridiculous. By now we ought to have enough to start fitting them
together. lan's approach to that seemsto be the only vaid one so far put forward.”

"Does anybody disagree violently?' Rorschach in-quired, and when nobody ese spoke up
continued, "So resolved, then. Achmed, Karen, would you two make yourselves responsible for
finding out what's been worked out by the program we left running to de-dgn a smulaed
native, and report back tomorrow? We can constitute ourselves a ways and means committee
and dat edimating how long the project will take. lan, how long do you reckon on
spending—uh—in disguiss?'

lan shrugged. "Certainly a month or two, possbly more. But if any of us has reached a genuine
dead end, it has to be me; | literally have no ideas at all of where | can go from here. The
more | sudy the printed crystas, the more certain | become that if they were



not absolutely identical, they may have differed in such subtle ways that time has wiped out the
crudd information. So 1'd better smply say: as long as necessary.”

"Beg to differ,” Lucas said mildly. "You're not going to cut yoursdf off from us indefinitdy. Sorry. |
amply won't permit it. You'll be monitored constantly, and medically examined at regular
and frequent intervals. Say, a least every month. And youll sgnd daily from wherever you are. By
the way, where would you go? Obvioudy there's too much hgppening at Peat.”

"Yes of course” lan said. "l was going to pick Ash. It's nearly as well preserved, and it's been
a long time snce anything unique turned up there, so withdrawing the machines for a while wouldn't
cause any red prob-lems. Yes, I'd say Ash”

"I think we should consider building two smulacra” Cathy said. "lan, wouldn't it make things
easier? | mean, if these people interacted constantly, being done—"

"With you inside the other one, you mean?"' lan interrupted. He shook his head, amiling. "Sorry,
no. If the trick can be worked—which I'm not promising—I'll have to do it by mysdf. Having
another mock native around who was thinking human would be less than helpful . . .
particularly if you were my partner. It could cause dl sorts of—uh---distractions!”

"Pity," Cathy said, leaning back. "But | take the point."

When everybody was cdled to the important new dis-covery at Peat, a program had been left
on standby datus in the base computers, ingructed to compile dl relevant data including new
additions and develop a design for the smulacrum. By now it had incorporated information based
on the four statues, and when they tapped into the result, they found the design complete



except for a couple of finishing touches. Inevitably it was in the male phase; computer
reconstruction of the elderly female found recently had shown what Nadine had long
suspected, that when fertilised and gravid the natives became virtudly sessile, capable of moving
only short distances, if at dl, without assstance. Many of the contemporary fauna followed the
same pattern, 0 it was scarcely surprisng.

There were all kinds of interesting implications in that which Ian planned to think through
when he launched out on his lonely adventure into the mind of another—ong extinct—race.

Gradudly the smulacrum started to take shape; fird they constructed the skeleton with its deverly
aticulated joints and then they inserted within it a cradle to support lan and a miniaturised
power pack capable of drving it inddfinitdy provided it received a least four hours of bright
sunlight per day. This was nothing lan could help with, except to go and "try it on" occa-
sondly like a suit of clothes. He spent most of his time for the next severd weeks being repeatedly
hypnotised by Lucas, first with the help of a drug, then without. He proved to be an apt subject.

Then came the question of the machine-man interface. It was very dfficult to devise means of
meking lan feel the motion of six limbs instead of four, but Nadine suggested a solution.
Evolutionarily speaking, the manipulaing appendages of the natives weren't legs a dl, but more &kin to
lips, changed in much the same way as an elephant's nose changed into a think. She suggested
making the grasping limbs mechanical, but with direct connections to lan's face and chin,
a pro-posa that 1an promptly approved.

That left him with the four legs reporting as though he were quadrupedal, but not moving,
and that gave Lucas headaches. He was much worried by the risk



entalled in having lan's red limbs motionless for so long; he talked about cramp, chafing,
atrophy. There were cures for al, but fitting them into so narrow a compass was another
metter.

It was lan himself who suggested that into the sensors which were going to be attached to his
skin and report heat and cold and other tactile data they should incorporate tiny stimulators based
on those used to mantan muscle tone in people temporarily paraysed. Tests showed that that
was feasible. Good tone was maintained during a forty-eight-hour test, and circulation
remained excdlent. He emerged aftrifle Siff, but pronounced himsdf otherwise very sdtisfied.

Next they solved the problem of making him react to externd dectricd fidds in as nearly as
possble the same way as a native animal. Ruggiero spent a long time on that and
triumphantly produced a marvel of lightweight enginesring: sensors and generators—to bathe lan
in his own field and make him aware of it much as one is aware of a nose, visible but
ignored—were combined into tiny flat pads that would rest on his bare skin and signal ambient
currents in the form of pressure.

Rorschach's hagty idea of making use of the magnetic response of the retina was ruled out as
potentidly very dangerous, but since the discovery of the four statues it had become clear
that the natives had had a keen colour sense and no doubt regarded it as important,
perhaps in a manner parald to the way humans regard pitch and timbre: not the most, but the
next-most, im-portant means of garnering information about the world around.

Each time lan put on the simulacrum, he reported to Lucas how wdl he was responding to the
sensory inputs, and Lucas selected what aspects he could rein-force by hypnoss In an
agonishingly short time, less than three months, 1an was beginning to dreamina



mode he had never experienced before. On waking, herecdled not visud images, but patterns
of swirling warmth, cold, pressure, near pain—not actual pain, jus a sensation tha was very,
vay disurbing.

And very exciting, too.

On the night before the simulacrum was due to he put to the ultimate test, a full-scale
month-long trial & the Ash dte, Cathy sad widfully into the darkness of the room they now
shared, "I do wish you could make me understand how it feels, lan. I'm getting quite envious
of you."

"If I could tdll you, | would," he answered soberly. "And in a little while, | expect | shall be able
to. Already | can draw andogies”

"For example ... 7'

He hesitated, then gave an unexpected chuckle. "I don't know whether what | have in
mind works for women as wdl as men—and doesn't it make my project seem ludicrous, when I'm
setting out to think like a Draconian and | don't even know something quite commonplace
about the other sex of my own species?’

"Stop beeting about the bush, will you?' She pinched hisarm.

"Would you believe that pinch feds solid, but megneticaly permeable, and about eighty kilograms in
meass ten centimetres avay?"

She whistled softly. "Ay-ay-ay! You mean that literdly? That's the way it redly feds to you?'

"Y es, even without being put into trance.”

She hesitated awhile, and eventudly said, "'l was talking about you to Karen the other day. Is it
true that when you first met her you said your brain was like ahaunted house?'

"Yes. Not in any frightening way," he hastened to add. "More . . . more it's that | sense
overtones. Echoes. Implications™ He waved vagudy to embrace a



world of posshilities. "But | never dreamed 1'd make so many cross-associations from one sense to
another as | can with the mock Draconian.”

"l believe you," she muttered. "What was the thing you said you don't know about women?'

"Oh!" He laughed doud this time. "Wdl, when you have to wait a long time before relieving
yourself, do you get a sort of upside-down pain when you finaly let go?'

"Yes!" She started upright on the bed. "I know Just what you mean! 'Upside-down
pain'—I never thought of expressng it like that, but it's exact! Know something?'

"Mmhm?'

"If you can capture a sensation that vividly in a neet new phrase . » . " She lay down again, seeming
thought-ful. "1 guess | don't have to be worried about what's been bothering me. Maybe it's
doing you an injustice—in fact, now I'm sure it is—but | have been wondering how you'd explain to
the rest of us what came of your experiment if you honestly did start to think in Draconian
patterns. | see how, now you've given me an example. I'm glad. It's taken aweght off my mind."

"That kind of 'upside-down pain," " lan said, "indicates a tremendous mass with very low
magnetism dl around, like abig building. | had it very intensdly in the refectory. . . . Hell, what am
| doing rambling on a such length? | ought to be doing something entirdly different that | may not have
the chance to do again for monthd™

He rolled over towards her. Some time later she said, close to his car, "At least | can be sure of
one thing. No matter how efficient the simulacrum is, you're not going to leave me for
some dowager Draconian, are you? Still, you might see if they could have offered humans
any hintd"



XVI

He woke into a different universe.

For awhile he waited, digesting the impact of his surroundings at the Site named Ash.

It doesn't have that name. It has no name. Moreover | am not called lan Macauley. | am
"I," hut in a sense less than that. Others flow and interact even though they are not here.

He wrenched his mind away from contemplation of thingsthat related to being human (though a
Draconian had no knowledge of other intelligence a priori, so would think a concept
meaning human, of my own kind) and spent many minutes exploring his surround-ings
without moving. It was dmog dark in this place; nonetheless, he knew exactly what there was
here. With sudden surprise he realised that the walls and floor tingled, though the ceiling/roof
did not.

Hmm! Why . . . ? Ah: iron traces in the material used to build it.

He carefully avoided thinking: that they built it with. The whole goal and purpose of this test
was to strip away every element of his thinking that related to a species which would not
visit this planet for another thousand centuries.

When he was satisfied that, despite the low light level, he knew to within a centimetre or
so where the wals and the entrance were, he shut his eyes and found hisway to the latter by nontouch,
by the little tickles



and light sensations of pressure which were fed into his skin and thence to his nerves by the miniaturised
trans-ducersin his ... body.

His practice at the base stood him in good stead. He was overlarge compared to the vanished
inhabitants of this city, but he steered a precise course through the doorway, then dong a passage, and
then into the open air, where he hdted to conduct another review of his surroundings. He did not
bump or scrape the walls, evenwith eyes closed.

This was his talent, the thing he could do better, perhaps, than any living man: learn another
mode of thought. But until now those other modes had always been, a bottom, human and
consequently not very far removed from his ordinary processes of mentation. They might svarm
with godlings and evil spirits and mistaken notions of the nature of the air and the land and the
oceans, but they could be reached by merdy peding away modern sophidication and subgtituting
atifida nalveté. Hands remained, eyes, bdly, gonads.

Now it was necessary for those to be shed, too, and in their place would have to come
alien senses, alien likes and dislikes, alien imaginings. Perhaps it was impossble
Sill, it was arting well.

He had emerged from a small building, purpose un-known, at the western side of a
large open space: a market, perhaps, because charred vegetable remains had been found
under the layer of volcanic debris. One could hazard a guess at some kind of display table,
fixed or mobile, on which were arrayed plants . . . for sae?

Good question. What did these people do to organise their trade? Did they trade? It seemsvery
probable. Herein the centre of agreet city, with its pavements of grit-in-glue, there would have had to be
food. They



ate vegetables. No plantsin quantities large enough to provide nourishment for amillion-strong
population could be grown within kilometres of here.

He checked that thought, too. A kilometre was a meaningless measure now. Strike that
and replace it with "aslong a distance as | could wak in a quarter of aday" or something of the sort.

His eyes were still shut, but he could discern the change from interior to exterior very clearly.
Overhead, a vast nothing; underfoot, another tingling surface, but different in character from what
he had awoken to. (Yes, the Draconians would have dept; held made sure about that, confirming
that contemporary animals did so. Lucas had lectured him exhaustively on the inevi-table
incidence of sleep among creatures with highly organised nervous sysems. . . . Sop! No such
person as Lucas!)

Close at hisback, thewall of the building he had |eft with the doorway gap in it; to right, left,
and in front, other walls, also with gaps where streets/alleys ran (and he consciously
imposed awareness of four walking limbs, not two, on that metaphorical "ran"), cast-ing
back at him a sort of radar echo -- except it wasnot a pulse-emitted-echo-received sensation, it
was a there-it-is sensation, perfectly continuous.

He thought in ddlight: Oh, they've done a fantastic job for me!

And cancelled that dong with every subsequent recollection of humanity.

Next, then, aflegting problem.

Whom do | thank for having been created as myself?

Too early to start investigating the subtlest, least conscious aspects. Too early to wonder about
parentd-filid relationships. Sufficient for the moment to try to picture in imagination the
busy-ness of this(?) market.

People. Instead of a clear Sgnd of that distant wall,
amultiple hum of pressure (asit were) moving and



intertwining . . . good, yes, must have been a bit like that. (A flicker in his mind, based on
the tingling of his skin, making a pattern that hinted at comprehensibility.) Some reference
to hunger, perhaps? If food stuffs were(?) sold here, did | come out to break my night's
fast?

File that as entirely possible but unconfirmed!

Now, having completed his imaginary picture, he opened his eyes and saw the present redlity:
agreyish-white expanse of hard ground, blank to the new daylight.

Vacancy.

Ye not dill, not inactive. Hereabouts, at this season, the wesather was dement: humidity high,
conductivity excelent. No dectricd tenson in the low overcast. In aword—fine.

He began to move, and a random made for a southerly exit from the open space. In a little
while he redised he was going downhill, towards a level where excavation had reveded the bed of a
former river. The Draconians had liked to have a river running through ther cities
Unsurprisngly. As he went, he pictured(?) modified plants in wall niches, signaling to him: di
rections? News? Knowledge of some sort, very likdly.

But now the river was dry. Its course had been remade by the volcano's lava—stop! Not for
centuries yet! It is a river for me, it's water, I'm getting the right impulses because I'm
sure, absolutely sure, I'd head for a damp area if | had no obligation to do otherwise.

Following which, a question which later grew to be crucd:

When would | have no obligation to do otherwise...?
That too, though, was excessively subtle to be consdered this early in the project.



The days passed, and by gradual stages his conception of life as a Draconian rounded out,
took on detail, became colourful. He grew able to discard words from his thinking and replace them
with "equates-to-tingle-patern” -- but he was modly unaware that that was happening, except
during the one hour each evening when, under posthypnotic compulsion, he returned to his
"home" and ate human food and used a human- built device to report that he was wel and happy.

He did not talk, even then. He simply pressed a but-ton that activated remote sensors in
his body, and a cross section of their impulses was flashed to a satellite and thence to the main base.

The chief question after the fird ten days or so was a smple but incredibly difficult one: What do | do?

Initially he was quite content to accept that Draconians thought, reflected, considered,
invented, more than (suppress this) human beings. Would perhaps take a long while over a private
plan, then implement it and see it succeed fird time.

But additiond ingghts conglomerated into a whole, and new ideas were spawned. . . .
Spawned?
In al the places where, obviously, there had been great activity (market?, laboratory?,
library?, ******%) he kept recalling that there was active-male, passive-femde and .. .

(Now he was losing words more and more; the transition to symbols that weren't
symbols, but called up to consciousness redtime physicad sensations, was gathering momentum, and
the experience was giddying but vadly excdting.)

And I'm going to make the change myself.

Friends? Yes, of course—that is, persons whose patterns strike a chord of recognition. Fifteen days,
nearly



twenty (but | count, most likely, to a base two, | sus-pect), and | never spoke to anybody,
never interacted!
A night of dreams of horrible, fearful, unspeskable londiness
Click.

| know who | am. Suddenly I'm quite sure who | am. I'm neuter. No wonder my friends won't
talk to me right now.

I've lived the active part of my life. What | was able to do, with complete mobility, is
done. I am growing slower and more awkward in my movements (I feel I move
awkwardly, there are deep aches, deep asmy bones, penetrating me like blades) in spite of .. .

Did | try to stave it off? Yes, | think so. There is advanced modern medicine, practised
solely by my friends the active males. In olden times it was taken for granted, the changeover; now,
nothing is taken for granted a al—we fly, we shoot to the moon, we work miracles thought out
beforehand.

Yet and still, there is an eventual limit. With what to be looked forward to?

He puzzled that, pondered it, grew so frustrated he wanted to weep . . . except that
that wasn't right. Tears-eyes: of secondary importance. Instead, a dis-cernible change in
the body field. Causing others to gy away! Yes, yes Anger!

But, again: what to look forward to? Surely something, some compensation, some consolation

(what was that? Compensation . . . ? Like an itch in the brain, cant be scratched but one
desperately wants tol).

It had turned out that the use of the pronoun "one" ingead of "I" was infinitdy more apt.

As though resigned already to completing his life in a stiff sessile mode, he spent long
hours at the side of the dry empty river, anong no-longer-existent plants



that clung to its muddy banks, feeling the soothing caress of the current by force of will, groping,
creeping, striving towards acceptance of senility ... but not that yet. Between now and
then some climax, some repayment for the sacrifice of activity, some reward, some—something.

He often felt giddy, disoriented, at a loss. Until it was treated, he had suffered migrane
during childhood, and knew the obsessive-compulsive repetition of a dngle random phrase
which typicaly associated to the onset of his aura. Now he was being infuriated by con-cepts revolving
around a centre: reward for, compen-sation for, reimbursement for, just fee for, look back on
and fed satidfied (in a crazy confusion, a garbled blend of gpprehension and assurance)

Insurance?
Frustrated not because of the change of life which is the fate of us all, but because
somehow | didn't—make provison properly?

It eluded him, like a darting fish, like the rainbow's end (pot of gold but makes no
sense, | know what a pot is but gold is for use, it's a superb conductor and | don't care
that it's yellow because more importantly | feel its nature) or like those ballonet-borne
treetop- degping creatures that soar landwards on the morning breeze, seawards again after sunset.

Frudration stretched out over days and days turned easily to thoughts of: competition, being
done down, being outmanoeuvred . . . but just a second, we don't do that, do we?

Do we?

Once again, painfully and slowly from the top: We begin as babies, we grow to functiona
active maes, we undergo a neuter trandtion lagting about a year, we



spend a much shorter time as fertile femaes, we lgpse into ultimate senility and
GOT IT!

But there were strange hideous creatures before him, and he cowered in terror. Things like
plants, moving: vertical things, horrible, with too few limbs, im-possibly balanced on stalks
that planted and rooted and planted and brought them swiftly towards him even though he
tried to flee. They caught up, they surrounded him, they uttered some kind of atmaospheric vibration
that meant nothing and

It was the infirmary at the base, and Cathy was there at the side of this—this bed he was
stretched out in, and by the door (how odd to block an entrance like that, with a solid
object!) Lucas Wong, and also present, Rorschach.

"He'swaking up!" Cathy exclamed.

And before the others had a chance to do more than react, he cried out, "Why did you

stop me? | was s0 close—| was o close!™

"What you were closeto,” Lucas said, "was death."
"But |— What?' The word struck through the atificdd garb in which he had dressed his mind.
"You nearly died,” Lucas emphasised. "You caught a local disease, one of the rare ones that
can infect human tissue. When we came to rescue you, you were running four degrees of fever
and you hadn't eaten more than a mouthful in three days. You were delirious. You've been
lying here unconscious for nearly a week."

"But | was s0 dos2l” lan repeated piteoudy. "It was all starting to come clear. You've got to let
me go back, right away."

"No," Rorschach said, taking a pace towards the bed. "And that's find. It's too dangerous,
lan. What



good would it be if you went the same way as the naives?'

"But it wasn't disease!" he exclaimed. "It was .. . Itwas..."

And found he could no more remember the truth hed sumbled on than a vague and shadowy
dream.



XVII

It was very quiet in the base's medical-inspection room. Elsewhere on the planet there were
creatures that buzzed and crawled and stridulated after the fashion of earthly insects, but on
the high desert plateau there were none to speak of.

Sunlight slanted stark through the big windows, gleaming on derile metd shelves and furniture,
but the chair where lan sat was in shadow. Before him Lucas Wong, on a high stool, leaned
intertly forward, while a short distance away in another chair Valentine Rorschach waited
impatiently for the result of this experiment.

“If it's true"—so Lucas had argued—"that lan real-ly was on the verge of a
breakthrough when we had to rescue him, then it must have been something he figured out
while he was under hypnosis. Among the tricks you can play with that technique is atifica
en-hancement of the memory. When lan is better, well smply put him back in trance and interrogate
him."

And today was the day to try it out.

Rorschach watched with curiosity as Lucas passed his hand once, twice, a third time over
lan's open eyes, fixed on a bright reflection from a mirror angled to beam at the opposite
wall. When this was being done in preparation for lan's month at the Ash site, he him-sdf
hed been too busy tying together the complicated strands of the smulacrum-building project to come
and watch. But right now everything was, if not at a sand-ill, then at any rate proceeding with a sort of
lasurdy



dackness, as though over the months since lan's arriva people had grown overused to leaning on
him as a source of bright new suggestions, and were marking time in the expectation that he
would indeed reved the answer to the mysery of the natives.

He was worried.

"Your eydids are growing heavy,” Lucas murmured. "You feel sleepy, so-0-0 sleepy. . . .
When | count to three, you will relax completely, you will close your eyes, you will drift
away, you will hear nothing but my voice...."

He droned on soporifically. Rorschach's mind wandered again, recdling how eager lan had
been through-out his period of convaescence, how frugtrated he had seemed—clear to the point of
breaking out in fits of blind rage—at not being able to recapture the dazzling insght he daimed he had
achieved.

For a week or more he had been insisting he was well enough to stand the strain, and
Lucas had con-tradicted him with the evidence of his medical com- puters to back him up.

Rorschach himsdf was nearly as excited. He kept rehearing the comment Rudolf Weil had made, and
he had always respected Weil's judgment. This, the colonel had said, was the person he
would bet on to decipher the native language.

Inso short atime ... ?
But it wasn't so short, not redly. Back on Earth lan had sudied every avaldble printed crystd, every
sip-pet of data the Stellaris had carried home, had indeed s to work before Igor filed a

gpecid request for im to be sent to Sigma Draconis. A man with such an unusud mind, capable
of generating patterns where most people would see ajumble of unconnected nonsense.

Yes, it was entirely possible he had made the break-through.



Hurry up, Lucas! For pity's sake get a move on!

He only thought that, though. He was afraid to say it for fear of disturbing the process of
induction.

"Okay," Lucas said at last, and wiped a trace of sweat from his forehead with his
sleeve. "He's in deep trance again now. Funny, it took longer than it usudly does, and that's a
bad 9gn."

"Oh . .." A vague gesture. "It could imply that wha he conscioudy wants to remember actudly
proved to be very panful and is beng suppressed. Or it could mean, equally, that on the
subconscious level he's aware that what he mistook for a brilliant inspiration was nothing
of the kind, but a delusion caused by the high fever he was suffering. Ever have a dream in which
you were sure you'd hit on a marvelous new idea, and then realised on waking that it was
completely ridiculous?'

Rorschach nodded soberly. "l get you. But don't make too many dismd forecasts, please. You
could be wrong."

"Sure. Shdl we find out?'

"Yes, go ahead!"

Lucas turned back to lan.

"lan, can you hear me?'

"I hear you fine" Faintly, his voice sseming to come from along way off. Hislips barely moved.

"lan, think back now, think back, to the time just before we came to bring you away from
Ash. Are you thinking back? Remember it was the time when you were being a Draconian,
you'd lived in the native city for a month, you were in a body with four legs and you fdt the
changing fidds dl around you.... Are you remembering, lan'?'

"Yes I'm remembering.”



"Tell us al about what it felt like to be there, to be in a body with four legs and pick
things up with your long hard lips and sense dl the pressures and textures of the walls and the land
and the currents of the air." Lucas's tone never wavered; he maintained the same soothing
pitch and dmogt inflectionless ddivery as he had used when performing the induction.

"It was ... different.”

"How wasiit different?’
Rorschach difled a 9gh and composed himsdf more comfortably on his chair. This was going
to take a longtime.

Little by little they teased out of lan's memory tantalising hints, and a microphone
dutifully recorded every word for later computer study. They heard how he laborioudy
worked hisway from superficid ques-tions—did they trade? Yes, or they would not have been
able to feed themselves in the middle of a city; at least they must have used a division of
labour—to others, infinitdy more subtle, that would barely adapt to human language.

At one point Rorschach could restrain himself no longer. He muttered, "But this is incrediblel
He redly does seem to have got under the natives skin!"

Pale, Lucas said, "I'm more convinced by the moment. But it would be best if you kept
completely quiet.”

So onwad, through the supeficid layers of sexudity, and then deeper, and deeper,
approaching the central event of a Draconian's existence: the neuter phase making a
watershed between mde and femde, active and passive.

Now lan's voice grew hoarse; he took more and more time over each successive answer, hunting for
words, repeating himself and then declaring that was wrong and trying again and once continuing
for five or 9x



minutes with a series of wild surrealist Images, while his face twisted into a mask of agony and
tears lesked from his closed lids

"What's hurting him s0?" Rorschach whispered when Lucas had instructed lan to relax for a bit
following that long, dow, exhauding utterance.

"It's too early to be sure,” Lucas answered equally softly. "My guess is that weve tapped into
apersond problem—not related to the Draconians, but to lan himsdf—which could have given him the
due he was dfter, or dternativdy might have coloured a hdlucinaion and lent it the spurious ar of
rationdity."

"What sort of persond problem?

"Sexual? Social? Your guess is as good as mine. You know he was orphaned when he
was eight, of course. Perhaps being alone in the Ash site, aware no matter how he tried to
ignore the knowledge that the dty was doomed, or perhaps because his rather peculiar cast of
mind has made him a solitary person and he resents this handicap—whatever the cause, it's clear
he's attained an incredible degree of identification with our hypothetical version of the natives. He
looks a little better now. I'l push on."

But not long after he resumed the interrogation, he had to break off again because lan
was clenching his fists and declaring flatly that he was going to die and it was al for
nothing and he'd been stupid and wasn't fit to survive anyhow and ...

Lucas soothed him back into deep trance and ordered him to rest until he wanted to wake up
naturdly. Then he gave Rorschach a despondent glance.

"Wel?'

"That last bit,” Rorschach said glumly. "It didn't sound very promising, did it?"

"No. Of course it's premature to say o, but | fdt my hopes completely dashed by it. It was as
though what heimagined to be an ingght into the fate of the



Draconians was no more than a renewed redisation, in the context of this ingenious artifica persondity,
that the species was indeed doomed to extinction.”
Lucas dtretched; he was iff from long Stting on his stool face to face with lan.

"Of course I'll keep on trying. I'll put him through a least a dozen sessions before | give up.”

Rorschach rose and wandered to the window. Gazing out, eyes narrowed against the sunlight,
he said with his back turned to Lucas, "Tell me, have you felt that things have been going
wrong since we brought lan back?'

"Very much s0," Lucas said.

"How does it look to you?'

"It's hard to pin down, but . . . Oh, mostly there's asense of faigue. When we started out, we
were dways buoyant because every day saw some new discovery, and some new idea dways
boiled up at the monthly conferences, which enabled people to go away and put yet another theory
to the test. That's changed, in-evitably. We were on the brink of despondency when Cathy
and lgor located the four temples—or whatever they are—and that gave us a fresh lease of life But
even that really spectacular discovery hasn't furnished us with dl the simulus we need. Were
back to the regular grind, comparing scraps of data one by one, and now we have so much
more information, so many more possible combinations, it's making us dreedfully tired."”

Rorschach nodded. "Yes, that's part of it, I'm sure. One has noticed how, because lan has
generated severd of the mogt recent new ideas, people are garting to pin their hopes on him. Without his
connivance, of course. And when he actually set out on his venture at Ash, there was this
dight but definite slackening in other people's efforts, as though they honestly expected him to
come back with the complete solution. . . . There's one other crucid factor operating, though."



Lucas hesitated. He said eventually, "The fact that were past the hdfway mark of the current
tour."

Rorschach exhded gudily. "Thank goodness I'm not the only person who's noticed. | haven't dared
mention it before in case it was illusory. After all, on previous tours we haven't had any
sense of—of watershed, if youfolow me"

Lucas sat down on a nearby bench, hislegs dangling.

"True, true. But never before has the ship brought someone empowered to close the base and
abolish the Starflight Fund.”

"But we sorted that out!" Rorschach said sharply. "Thanks to lan—" He broke off, his
mouth rounding into an O.

"That's why everyone is developing this absurd re-liance on lan," Lucas said with a nod.
"Not just his ideas, useful and origina though they are. People are aware, even without
redisng, that quite unintentiondly lan made the difference between continuance of the base and
evacuation to Earth. This sense of dependence is bound to grow worse as time goes by."

Rorschach was silent a long moment. Finally he said, "And if the ship doesn't come back ...

"l don't know." Lucas bit his lip. "But you may wager that you and | are not the only
people wondering about that. |—uh—happened to be checking out some computer files the
other day, and | noticed you'd been reviewing and updating the long-term survivad programs.”

Rorschach said defensively, "It struck me as about time"

"Quite right. They haven't been revised since the end of the first tour, have they? | mean,
bar the auto-mdic induson of data concerning new arrivals. And | must say that even with your
recent additions they don't look promisng.”

"No, they don't." Rorschach scowled. "In the first



instance, al they were designed to do was keep us alive if the ship had an accident and its
return was delayed for some fairly long period, a couple of extra years. Tuming them into a
blueprint for the permanent colonisation of this planet by humen beings is a hdl of a tough job. For
one thing our gene pool, filtered through the available fertile women, is—" He broke off,
obvioudy annoyed with himsdif.

Lucas rose and came to put his arm companionably around the older man's shoulders.

"Someone's got to face it sooner or laer, Vdentine Someone has to take the cold-blooded
cdculations the machines make on our behalf and use them to help us face the idea that the
ship may never come back. As director, I'm afraid it's up to you. | sympathise. Count on me for any
hdp | can offer.”

Behind them lan stirred. They turned in time to see himrisg, licking hislips.

"Did you ... ?" he asked, and his voice failed him, while eager expectation lighted hiseyes.

"Sorry," Lucas said. "Not yet. But we'll try again tomorrow."

"What's the problem? | know | had it all clear in my mind"

"Yes, but . . ." Lucas sought for words. "Maybe it made sense in Draconian terms. What we
have to do is find a way of translating them into human language, isn't it?* He smiled
reassurance. "We'll try again tomorrow, shdl we?'

"l guess so," lan said dully. "Okay. If anybody wantsme, I'll beintherefectory. | need a
drink."



XVIHI

lan sat miserable at his bench in the relic shed, aring at the screen of the computer remote. On it stark
letters and symbols reported the result of his latest search through the known patterns imprinted
on the Draconian crydals.

They were fundamentaly identica. Checking and double-checking designed to eliminate
random noise due to the weight of overlay activeting the piezo effect in them, which were supposed to
make the differences clearer, had done the opposite. It had shown that what differences might once have
exiged between one crystd and its neighbour had been so slight the mere passage of time had
blurred them past recovery.

"It'sinsane!" he said to the air. "Thousands and thousands and thousands of them, and dl dike
as peass Why? We make identical objects, but for use—tools, coins, garments, practical
things that are needed by vast numbers of people. An archeologist digging the ruins of
Earth would find them scattered almost from pole to pole, not stacked up exdusvey in huge
centra warehouses. And | was 0 close to understanding what they're for, so damnably close!”

He broke off, guiltily aware that it was unhealthy to address himself aloud in this fashion, but
tempted to do so in another way. He resisted the temptation for a few seconds, then yielded with a sigh,

and pressed a Switch which wiped the screen and instead activated a speaker linked to the computers.

Once agan—for the tenth, twefth time?—he heard the recording made of his last session
under hypnosis with Lucas, the one which had reduced him to such a state of hysteria that
Rorschach had forbidden him to try again.



Gabbling pure nonsense, even to his own ears, he heard his voice made harsh by anger and
sour by grief. What the hell could he possibly have meant by a phrase like "We al shrank
until we didn't have room for oursdlves' or, weirder dill, "We got fined and that was the end of ud"?

Behind him there was alight footfdl. He dapped the switch and the recording stopped instantly,
but it was too late. The newcomer was Cathy, and she was predictably annoyed.

"lan, when are you going to stop this foolishness?* she demanded. "Youve ligened to that
until you mugt know it by heart, but every timel comein| seemto find you at it agan!”

Without looking at her, he retorted, "You don't believe me any more than the rest of
them, do you? You don't believe | redly understood, just for afraction of a second, what exterminated
the Draconiand™

"Of course," Cathy said. "I've said | take your word for it, havent 1? But until you—"

Now he siwung around on his chair to face her, eyes blazing.

"I'm getting sick of the way people are treating mel" he exploded.

Seeming frightened, she stepped back half a pace. "Wha do you mean?' she countered.

"You know damn’ well—or at any rate you should! 1t's plain enough, isn't it?' He jumped to his
feet and began to stride up and down, pounding fist into palm to emphasise his words.

"Everybody's acting as though I've—Il've betrayed them! Just because Lucas isn't smart
enough to take me back under hypnosis to the stage | reached when he was idiotic enough to drag me
away from Ash! Isit my fault that | was interrupted just at the crucial moment? Is it my fault
that Rorschach refuses to give me back the simulacrum, so | can have another go? Wdl, is
it?'



He glared at her.

Timidly she said, "lan, you're letting this prey on your mind. I'm sure nobody thinks you've let
usdown."

"That's what you think, is it? Well, you damn' well ought to open your eyes and earsl Stop
humouring me!' Stop making soothing noises to calm me down! Get a grip on what's actudly
happening for a change!”

She looked a him levelly, her face pale.

"lan, why isit that every time | try to discuss this with you rationally you break out into
a hysterical rage?'

"l do not!"

"Listen to yourself, lan. Do it on tape, if you have to, but listen. You're disappointed,
naturally, but instead of working to put things right you're making them worse. You ought to
be conaulting people ingtead of inqulting them!™

He closed the gap between them with a single long stride and dapped her cheek with a sound
like a gun-shot.

Ingantly he could have cut off his hand. He stood frozen, watching the paleness of her skin
give way to red where he had struck her. She made as though to touch her cheek in disbelief,
but cancelled the impulse and lowered her arm again.

Her tone measured, she said. "You're not being the lan I fell in love with. When you get
back to where you were, let me know. But for the time being | don't want any more to do
with you."

She spun on her heel and stalked away. The door dammed. When he ran after her, shouting,
gheignored him, and when he returned to the room they had been shaing, he found everything
that belonged to her had been removed.



"lan?'

A s0oft voice pierced the midnight darkness. He was sitting alone on a rock, half a mile from the
base, at the edge of the glass disc into which the first arrivals had serilised the sand. He didn't
look around; he was staring, unseeing, at the heedless stars.

It was cold. Here as on Earth it was always cold at night in a desert. But he didn't pay
attention to that, either.

The voice belonged to Igor. Shortly, his dark lean figure appeared from the direction of the
base, his feet making little crunching noises.

"l won't ask if you mind my joining you," he said. "But | propose to do so anyhow."

There was another rock nearby, of a convenient height for sitting on. He moved towards
it. Sat. Did something lan could not make out. Then, abruptly, a flame loomed hurtfully
bright, there were sucking sounds, and awaft of smoke reached lan's nodrils.

He sad involuntarily, "A pipe?’
Igor chuckled. "Ah, you haven't lost your tongue. . . . Yes, a pipe. | brought it from

Earth more as a souvenir than for use. | suppose this is—oh—the fourth time I've lit it Snce |
arived.”

The red glow of the pipe bowl was just enough to show his sharp festures when he drew on it.

"Hmm!" he commented after a pause. "Synthetic it may be, but it's convincingly like
tobacco. Perhaps a bit harsh—like you."

"I guess you've been taking to Cathy," lan sad bitterly.
"No, right now Cathy isn't talking to anybody," Igor murmured. "And so far as1'm concerned what's
hap-pened between you is none of my business. I'm sorry about it, but



that doesn't give methe right to interfere. Not unlessyou, asafriend, invite meto mediate .. . which I'd
cheerfully do, of course. | was very pleased when you and she got together.”
lan didn't answer. Having drawn twice more on his pipe and tamped the mock tobacco with a
handy pebble, Igor resumed, "Still, that's not why | came out looking for you. | suddenly wanted to ask
you why you became involved in archeology.”

"What?"

"Doesit sound like adlly question? | guessit may.

. But I've been thinking a lot about my own moatives recently. You know, we've got to face the fact,
sooner or later, that the Stellaris may have made her last voyage. Something may dl too essly
have gone wrong on Earth which has destroyed the—what's the term? —the infragtructure she depends
on. Thinking about the dl too red posshility that | may die here and never see my home again, | started
wondering what led me to another planet.”

He puffed reflectively.

"| very nearly became amineraogist, you know, rather than an archeologist. I'd amost completed my
training, when my wife and my baby daughter were killed in an accident, and the shock drove meinto a
ner-vous breakdown. It took me three yearsto get over it."

"I didn't know!" lan exclaimed, Sartled out of his goethy.

Igor Sghed. "Yes, | did ask them not to indude that in the brigfing tapes at Starflight Centre. It was along
time ago—thirty years—and I'm not the same person as | was then. But, as | was going to say: for a long
time | believed that that was why | switched to archeology. | suspected mysdf of wanting to recover the
past I'd set such store by, snatched away from me by blind chance. It wasn't until I'd spent a
long time here that | realised the impulse was deeper, and more subtle”

The pipe was burning badly; he fumbled on the ground for the handy stone and retamped the
bowl.

"What was it?' lan said dowly.



"The fact that I'm a Pole," Igor answered. "Citizen of a country which for centuries didn't exigt.
Ye it was, in the end, re-created, and continues to this day. | believe now that my
subconscious argument went like this: For my ancestors, proud of their heritage, there was
a time when they were araid ther homdand had disappeared forever. Nonetheless they refused to
accept that idea, and worked until it was proved false. In my persond case, | imagined | had no
reason to go on living; in fact | did once try to kill myself. Then | realised that that was
absurd. | could make a new and very good life, and devote it to—what can | call it?—the
creation of alink between the past and the future, that bond which so often seems to have
been severed and in fact cannot be no matter how much strain is put onit."

" think 1 understand that,” 1an said after pondering for awhile.

"l would expect you to. With a name like yours | take it your ancestors were Scottish
even though you were born haf aworld away."

"Yes, of course.”

"I've been to the Scottish idands, the Hebrides. As a matter of fact, | went there deliberately
just before | reported to join Sellaris. Have you ever been there?'

lan was jolted. He said in sheer amazement, "Y es, and—and for the same reason!™”

"The idea was planted in your mind. | arranged for it to be planted.”
"Whet?'

"I'd never met you, but | was sure that somebody who had such strong involvement with the past
would be deeply affected by seeing those abandoned settle-ments, the crofts open to the
wind, the land that once was ploughed and sown returned to the weeds and the wild
grasses. . . ."



Igor gestured with his pipe. "I went there because | wanted to feel what it was like to
walk among ruins left by people who cared little or nothing for written records, who lived ther
lives and vanished into the anonymous dark. | had my choice of a score of islands where
the same thing has hap-pened, but | decided | should choose a place which the classical
historians described as lying on the dark and midy edge of the world, where sky and sea blend
into a confusion neither one thing nor the other. | thought it might have the same impact on
you, only maybe stronger, you being of Scottish descent. Do you fed youve been
manipulated?'

lan hesitated. Suddenly he gave a harsh laugh. "In a way. But it's nothing | can resent. It
makes me—wadl, it makes me admire you more than | dready did."

"The admiration is mutud,” lgor said. "And it's not at all affected by what you persist in
regarding as your recent failure. It was a colossal—a fantastic—success. | couldn't have
done it. Nobody else here could have doneiit."

"It wasn't a success!" lan burst out. "It could have been, only—"

"Only someone was stupid enough to save your life" Igor inserted the words with the precison of a
surgeon's knife. "You shortsghted fool. What good would it have done the rest of us if you'd
discovered the secret and nursed it into your grave—hm?"

"l ..." lan bit hislip, and eventualy nodded.

"Good. Now we're getting somewhere. | know exactly the predicament you're in; it's happened
to me time and agan, not in connection with inscriptions because that's not my specidity, but in
connection with artifacts.

What's this corroded lump here, then? | think it'sa—a—a . .. ! Just a moment! And then
the moment stretches into weeks, months, sometimes years,



and one day when I've almost forgotten about it: click! Of course! That ridiculous Y -shaped
bit of metd can only have been a cramp for plough handles made from unplaned tree
branches! That's a real example, by the way. Another that | was nearly as proud of was
one time when | redised that a fascinating artifact dug up at a site in Crete actually must have
been left be-hind by a Victorian archeologica expedition.”

"You're joking!"

"Not at all. But I'd never have caught on if | hadnt recognised a drawing of it in a megazine
advertisement from 1898." Igor chuckled, drew one final time on his pipe, and tapped out

the dottle against the rock he was stting on.
"What 1'm counseling you, lan, is simply patience. I'd never have mentioned that | planted the

suggedtion of your trip to the Hebrides, but that | wanted to im-press you with my—shdl | cdl
it my right? Yes, that's accurate—my right, then, to give you advice. | say tha what you should
do isgo back to your quarters and get some sleep, and in the morning make it up with Cathy,
because you two working together are more than the sum of your parts, and stop
imagining that you're infallible simply because you're a hell of a d9ght smarter than Sx of the

rest of usrolled into one"
"l never—"
"Yesyou did. Stop it."

lan licked his lips. "Is that really the impression | give people?’
"Only when you're very angry with yourself. And you've no call for that, on your

showing up to now. Come on, let'swak back together.”

Igor took the younger man companionably by the arm and led him away.



XIX

Taking to Igor was like having mist cleared from his mind by a seafresh breeze. The
more he thought over what the older man had said, the more lan realised he was absolutdy
right.

Okay, so | came up with a handful of bright new ideas on my very first tour! But so did almost
everybody else! And no doubt all the others also vainly hoped they'd be the first to solve
the mystery. . ..

He sought out Cathy and surprised himsdf by being able to apologise in a few short, sincere
words; al too often, when it came to expressing his deepest fedings, he waffled and mumbled
and went dl around Robin Hood's barn. Her answer was typicdly direct.

"Good. I'm glad. See you tonight.”

As though his mental mist had been veiling things he ought to have spotted long ago, he
suddenly found he was able to review with detachment a whole range of posshbilities thet
might lead him back on a conscious, human level to the forgotten insight he'd experienced a
Ash. He sat down and worked out a careful lig of subjects, and then systematicadly set about
interrogating his colleagues on each in turn.

Nadine Shah was busy in the bio lab conducting a series of comparison tests on genetic materid
recovered from the most recent of the Draconian corpses embamed by anaerobic water at the peat Site,
checking the gene equivalents one by one against a range of cells from contemporary
fauna. But most of the job was being done by the computers, so she was quite happy to
spend awhile chatting with lan.



"I've been thinking back over the summary of our ideas about the Draconians which Igor gave
to Ordoriez-Vico," he began. "I didn't think about it at the time snce palaeobiology of course is
not my specidity, but now I'm struck by one astonishing omisson.”

“Thetbeng ... ?'

"He made no mention of natura population-control processes as a possible explanation for the natives
extinction.”

Nadine gave awry smile. "I'm afraid that's not as-tonishing at all," she said. "I don't
imagine you dug that far back into the computer stores, but of course a population collapse was
among the first ideas that were exhaustively evaluated by the originad party here. In fact | spent
the first couple of months after | arrived double-checking some work that Ruby Ngola
had done on population-control forces." She was referring to one of the people who had
been rotated home last time the Stellaris called. "Attractive and logica though the suggestion
was, we had to rule it out—categorically and once for all. And everything we've learned
since confirms that we were right to do so. If you want the full details, | can put themup on a
screen for you, but | suspect some of the equations we use may be a little hard for a
nonspecialist to follow.”

"Giveit to mein words, then," lan invited.

"Oh, essntidly it's very smple. Short of dgnificant dimatic changes, or the appearance of some
brand-new mutation, populations here are a hell of alot more stable than their counterparts
on Earth. There's an incredibly close maich, for example, between the number of young born in a
good year and in a bad year. When more fodder is available, more active maes are competing for
the sessile females, but by the same token they're also better able to drive one another



away. When there's little food to be had, the males become less active and just about the same
number of females get fertilised. Where an earthly population may fluctuate by severd hundred per cent,
aboom followed by a crash, herd size here generally remains within arange of plusor minussix
to eight per cent. Granted, it's obvious that the Draconians interfered with the natural order,
but it's been proved that they expanded steadily, moving congtantly into new territory, a arae
that corresponds very well with the maximum speed of population increase in contemporary species. So,
unlessit was the shock of meeting themselves coming back, asit were. .." She grinned broadly.

But lan was frowning. "Yes, | see. They didn't even occupy dl the regions of ther planet which would
have been comfortable for them, did they?'

"That's right, they didn't. So unless some areas were out of bounds to them because of
something we don't know about—endemic disease, perhaps—they would still have had
enough food and enough territory to at least double their numbers without feeling the
pinch. By the way, when | said we dismissed the idea com-pletely, | don't mean we've
ignored it; we have a monitor program condantly Sfting new data to see if there's any reason for
changing our minds. Bt it's been—oh—five years since that program cdled for atention, and then it
was afdsedam.”

"Thanks very much,"” lan said, and rose to go.

The next person he inquired of was Ruggiero Bono, as being their leading authority on the natives'
palaeo-technology. He cornered the little dark man in the refectory after the evening meal, and asked
whether, if the natives used bioelectronic devices, they could ever have developed a self-perpetuating strain

of some-thing that broadcast so loud a signal it interfered with their sensory perceptions and maybe even
with their thinking.



"Hmm!" Ruggiero rubbed his chin. "You mean some kind of weed that would—well—deafen
them?' "That's more or lessthe idea”

"Jug a second. . . ." Ruggiero produced his pocket calculator and ran his fingers over it,
frowning. Eventudly he shook his head.

"Sorry, no. It's a dever notion, but quite impossible. There amply couldn't be that much energy in a
vegetable metabolism. The poor plant would curl up and frizZe a the edges. And in any casg, if
that were the explanation, tdl me please why they were dl affected by it, including the ones far
enough away from the spot where the problem arose to have time to take steps and puit it
right!"

"Good point,” lan muttered ruefully. "Well, then, have you come across ay rdics, any
atifacts, which might indicate that they were changing over from organic to inorganic
devices? | imagine a human-built radio, or indeed a good few of our own gadgets, would have
driven a Draconian ingantly insane.”

"Oh, that's perfectly true”" Ruggiero conceded. "An output of twenty watts would have hurt them
terribly—but | don't have to tell you that, after your experience in the amulacrum. But the
answer's no, again. Sorry to disgppoint you. So far as we can tdl, their crowning achievement was to
visit the moon and build their scope up there. If they were still using bioelectronics for
that, then they almost certainly were not changing over to inorganics”

"Just a second,” lan said. "Would those bioelectronics have been capable of emitting Sgnds
powerful enough to be heard down here?’

"l seewhat you'redriving a," Ruggiero muttered, his eyes fixed on nowhere. "That would argue a
very powerful signal indeed, which brings us back to your first question, doesn't it? But ...
Well, if you like I'll



check out what the computers have to say on the subject, but I'm inclined to suspect first
of al that you could do things in vacuum which you couldn't do here in a humid
atmosphere, and second that they probably went up and down to collect the data.
Con-sider: that flying machine, that one sunken ship! To me it seems more consonant with
their ordinary behaviour to assume tha they had one and only one moonship—just as we have one
garshipl—and shuttled back and forth, making their mistakes, if any, on the very first trip
and thereafter treating it as a matter of routine. You know we haven't dug up anything

resem- bling a spaceport.”
He hesitated. "Funny! | never looked & it quite that way before: they had one moonship, most

likely, and we haven't found it; we have one starship. And that may not come back, ether.”
"I suspect you're about to become dismd,” lan said. "Have another glass of wine"

The next person he tackled was Achmed Hossein. The leen, beak-nosed Arab gravely
considered the question of whether, in the light of information theory, it might be possble for an
interaction between members of the Draconian species that was in fact insane to be so totd tha
no sngle member of the race escaped.

He thought for a moment, and then said, "lan, I'll give you this. You never stop trying,
do you? I'm not sure | can answer with authority, but at least it's a brand-new suggestion and
we're running terribly short of those.”

He swung around in his chair and punched the keyboard of the nearest computer read-in.

For a while there was no sound bar the faint electricd hum of the machines in the computer
hall.

Then, studying a series of figures as they appeared on the screen above the read-in, he
said, "A shame.



There literdly isn't one chance in amillion of a contagious psychosis being spread by that mode
of con-tact. Not even if the person who went insane had the greatest charisma in al
space and all time. We know the efective limit of the dectricd senses of contem-porary
species—that's what | punched for first—and we know the probable atenuation factor of a
red-time sgnd, and we know a good few other rdevant items. What emerges is something like
an epidemic pattern; given that the disease is capable of infecting the species, it must a
priori be similar enough to previous diseases for certain individuds to possess anti-bodies
endowing them with at least partial resstance. There will dways be some survivors, and the odds are dl
in favour of there being a number of totd-immunes. Same goes for this notion of a contagious
form of in-sanity. By the time it had been filtered through a few dozen contacts, it would
be attenuated. Overprinted, asit were, with more norma menta attitudes. It could destroy a amdl
community, but not the entire race.”

He leaned back. "What's more, the sort of ultra-vident psychoss you're taking about would
probably have made the victim nonviable. Hed have—oh—forgotten to est!"

lan said thoughtfully, "1'd more or less worked that out mysdlf, given that we believe the Draconians
com-municated by externdisng patterns that corresponded to internal bodily states. I'd hazard a
guess that they probably never treated mental illness—merely ostracised the sufferer—and
that was why | came and asked you about contagion. Like you say, though, the odds are dl

in favour of someone that deranged being incgpable of functioning like a proper person. It would more
likely kill a few individuals than all of them. Oh, well ... !I"



Achmed gave an airy wave. "Sorry to disappoint you! But if you come up with any more
fresh approaches, let me know. Things are becoming terribly dul around here, aren't they? You
seem to be the only person dill firing on dl cylinders™

When Cathy next returned from her twenty-day spell of duty at the peat site, after the
enjoyable reunion of their lovemaking, they lay side by side for a long while, not speaking.
"Yourevery quig,” Cathy sad at ladt.
"So are you."
"Yes. . . . But nothing very much has happened at the site, you know. We just keep

shifting cover and inspecting what we find underneath, and there isn't anything as datling as
the temples for usto report on thistime”

"You haven't figured out any new explanations for those damn' things, have you?'

"None at all. Four mysteries wrapped inside four puzzles and four enigmad You?'

"l do seem to be producing ideas again,” lan said wryly. "In fact Achmed said I'm the
only person who is around here. I've just been tackling people, one by one, as | work down
a lig of posshilities, some ridiculous, some promising, not one fruitful. . . . But | haven't
reached the end of the list yet. There's still hope™”

Once more there was a period of silence. Suddenly Cathy said, "Speaking of hope, lan:
do you think there's any hope that the Selaris will come back?!

He was s0 Sartled, he rose on one ebow to stare at her even though the room was in darkness.
"Why in hdl do you ask that?' he demanded.

"Because ..." She hedtated. "Because if she doesn't, it will be the women who have to worry mog,
wont it?'



it will be the women who have to worry most, won't it?'

"Oh!" lan sounded dismayed. "Yes, | see what you mean!"

"If the ship doesn't arrive” Cathy went on doggedly, "we shall presumably have to choose
between suicide and trying to set up a permanent colony. I'm not the suicidal type, but on
the other hand I'm not the mater-nal type, either. Sometimes, out at the dig, I've lain
awake for hours, wondering whether | can face the job of bearing and raising children so that
mankind can survive here when—for dl we can tell—it hasn't sur-vived on its native planet.”

Chidingly he said, "But you're talking as though the ship has dready faled to come back!"

"Times wading," Cathy muttered. "Well know soon —in a matter of a few more months.
Wouldn't it be terrible if we did fathom the mystery of the Draconians and then sat here, waiting,
forever and a day because on Earth they'd lost interest or smashed things up so badly they
couldn't afford to send the ship here again?'

"It won't happen,” lan said, trying to sound con-fident. "Out of the question! Even if there
were -- oh- -- awar, or something, the mere fact that people have been sent here would be
enough to make them want to re-establish contact.”

"Garbage."
"What?"

"l said garbage! 1I'm talking about the kind of war which would make it literdly impossible to
contact us again."

"Wdll ..." He lay down anew. "Well, yes. There is tha."

"Of course there is. And nothing we do can make any difference. | guess we'd better try
to go to sleep. Butif | wake up screaming, youll know what I've been dreaming about.”



XX

Item by item lan ticked off hislig, but it seemed to re-main the same length as it was originaly;
every time he had to consign an idea to oblivion, another struck him. It would be a miracle
if that process continued for more than afew more weeks; ill, whileit lasted, it was comforting.

He went to cdl on Karen a the avil enginering headquarters, where she was supervisng the
manufec-ture of a new batch of girders to be shipped to Peat and riveted together in order
to hold back a wall of soft cumbly vegetable matter that threatened to dump down and bury the
digging machines.

"Well, hello stranger!" Karen said in a friendly mocking tone as he entered her office,
three-parts walled with tinted glass that alowed her to watch the foundry processes directly as wel as
monitoring them by way of the eectronic systems. "I thought we weren't pas any more!™

"Lord, has it become that bad?" lan said in near
dismay . . . but a second later he caught on, and was
grinning as he sat down in a vacant chair beside her,
without waiting for an invitation. "Can | interrupt?"
"Talk al you like. Thisis going very smoothly."
"Wadl, what it boils down to isthis. It just occurred
to me that while dmost everybody ese keeps offering
theories about the fate of the Draconians, you dontt.

And you're here, and you have a specidity that's very important to us, and—well, do you have any
new suggestions?'



"That's a brute of a question!” She spun around in her chair and looked keenly at him.
"The main reason nobody asked me before, | dare say, is because it's out of my field. | make
things. I'm practical, not theoreticd.”

"Then make me a practical suggestion, why not?"

Karen chuckled. "Okay! After dl, I've been here as long as you, and | must have thought of
something by now, even if other people dready decided it wasn't worth consideration. . . . | take it
you've been through the biological and psychological bit, and you want meto seeif | can think of
amaterid, inorganic ides?'

"I'd welcome one. I'm not well grounded in that area."

"Me, yes--but as to how aminerd sdt or something contaminating water could have affected a
Draconian . . . Well, I did once think of a point | don't believe has been discussed at a
monthly conference, though I'm sure it must have been investigated by Nadine or Lucas"

"Youd be surprised a what we've overlooked. Even though it turned out not to be important
when we did findly evduate it."

"Okay." Karen shrugged, meking her large soft body ripple like a disturbed pond. "Among the
things they tdl you when you're traning to design like a new city in an underdeveloped region is
what may well have rendered the Roman upper classes decadent. Not only did they pipe
their water by lead conduits—they also liked to ferment their wine in lead-lined vats
because tha made it sweeter. If you ever looked into primitive chemistry or alchemy, you
probably ran across the ancient term 'sugar of lead,” which is a lead-sdt that oddly enough tastes
Swved."



"Y ou're saying the Draconians might have let some ingdious poison build up in their bodies?”
"Don't ask me, ask a biologist—and right now, excuse me, please, because | think
we've got an over-heat in Number Nine solar furnace which is on the way to mdting the wrong

Nadine and Lucas were polite, but perceptibly scorn-ful, and dashed his hopes. Naturally, any
buildup of poisonous metal—whether light, like beryllium, or heavy, like lead or
mercury—would have been reveded when they were running element checks on the first
corpses to be dug up. Nether those nor any more recent specimens had shown signs of poison;
the last remain-ing, very dender, posshility conssted in some organic poison like DDT which time
had dissociated into its simpler molecules . . . but that was out of reach for-ever if it had
exiged.

Scrub another bright idea.

Meantime, he received uniformly doleful reports from the computer in which he had left running a
program to clarify and analyse the patterns in the printed crystals. No matter whether the
data came from remotes at the digs, "reading” the crystals as they were found in one
"library" after another—at least one per city-site, and at Peat and Ash two—or whether
they came from crystals he had brought to the base with care in nonmagnetic padded crates, they al converged
towards a single conclusion.

Damn it, they did make thousands and maybe mil-lions of the things printed with patterns
so nearly identical as to be indistinguishable now!

Olaf and Sue had temporarily turned over Ash to the automatics when alibrary was found, at long last,
inthe Silt city. lan borrowed a hovercraft and went out to look it over. Smdl wonder, though,
thet it hadn't been



spotted before; so much weight had overlain the building where the crystas had been stored, the piezo
effect had randomised the information beyond recdl. Beddes, when the site was
underwater—probably for about fifteen thousand years—electrica fidds due to sea crea-tures had
aso taken their toll.

It was raining when lan first clapped eyes on that particular library: rack after stack of
crystals were beng lad bare to the downpour by the automatics. At random he said to his
companions, "Hey, can you think of any reason to make so many identical entries in an
informetion store?’

They both glanced at him in surprise. He went on rather sheepishly, "See, | came here to
try to read what's—what's written in these things. | didn't really have much hope of success,
but I didn't expect, ether, that | couldn't come up with any explanation for their exisence!™

"You said something at the last monthly conference,” Sue recalled with a frown, "about
the differ-ences between them being so dight. ..."

Olaf snapped his fingers. "l know where you find lots of virtudly identical records!"

"What?' lan looked as though he wanted to embrace Olaf. "Tdl me, quick!"

"Wdl, in a government office, right? | mean, like a tax collector's or a birth-and-death
registrar's. . . ." Olaf's eyes grew round in wonder at his own perceptivity. "Say, | bdieve |
jugt hit on something, didn't 17"

"You cetanly did" lan sad with feding. "And I've just realised there's somebody | haven't
pestered with my questions when | ought to have.”

The others looked a question at him.

"Valentine Rorschach, damn it!" lan exploded. "We've been deep, deep into the bodily
functions and the nervous sysem and the sexud habits and whatever of the natives, and weve
neglected the holigtic aspect



of their society. We've never asked whether they had a government, and if so, how it could have
oper-ated.”

"I'll be damned,” Sue said in pure wonderment. "Y ou go beard Vaentine and see what he can bring up
for us at the next conference, hear?"

Rorschach looked fantly surprised when—after fase starts due to excitement—Ian managed to put his
point over.
"It honestly never occurred to me before," he said, "but you're right. They picked me to come here
because they thought 1'd be acompetent director, not because I'm outstanding in any single scientific field
like Igor or Lucas. But it'strue that every skill on the planet is precious, and | probably ought to have
gpplied mineto the study of the natives as well. . . . On the other hand: how could any—what would you
cdl it?—any adminigrative problem lead to the extinction of aspecies?’

"l don't know," lan admitted a once. "But | can tdl you this. No other suggestion put to me has come
closer to touching me on the spot where | fdt the—the raw hurt of impending doom when | was
exploring Ash in the smulated Draconian.”

Rorschach pursed hislips. "I don't know whether to say that's interesting, or that's reassuring, or that's
indicative.... Could you leave it with me for aday or two? I'll review every item | can find that might have
abearing on hypothetical socid organisation among the natives, and seeif anything significant comes out.”

"That'll be fine," lan said, and rose to leave. Rorschach checked him.

"Snce you're here, lan, | ought to take advantage of the opportunity. . . . I'm not sure how best to put
this but | imagine you, like most of us, have been wondering what will happen if Stellaris fails
to turn up on schedule?’



lan lowered himself slowly back into his chair. He said after a miniature eternity, "Yes.
Cathy and | taked about thet areedy.”

"Good; | can save the preamble for somebody else. | was expecting that." Rorschach
licked his lips. "I know it's very cold-blooded, but we are compelled to think—if worse
comes to worst—in terms of genetic pools and optima unions and rhesus negative and—"

"What you're driving at," lan broke in, "is that we gl have to work out a plan to establish
oursalves permanently.”

"The plans don't have to be worked out. They've exided snce the base was st up. The
chance of our being stranded has always been in the realm of possi-hility; now, though, it's
atained probability in many people's minds. Have you noticed?'

lan hesitated. Memories of casud, bitter remarks— like Ruggiero's of a few weeks ago—came back
to him. He nodded.

"l think it's time | started making it clear to people tha the falure of the Selaris to arive
needn't mean the end of the universe” Rorschach said in a brittle, 'rehearsed-sounding voice. "We
have an excellent spectrum of genetic endowment, and your heredity is among the finest on
the planet. So is Cathy's. We'd appreciate it if—"

lan was ahead of him. He said sharply, "If, when the crunch comes, we'd be the first to agree
that we ought to start a family and make a bid for survival of the species.”

Rorschach indined his head.
"Precisely. But a little more than that. The first to agree that youll share out your
genes—spread them as far as possible among the next generation.”

lan looked at him for along while. Eventudly he



said, cheeks very pale above his red beard, "I know why you had to say that, Vdentine. |
know it makes good sense. I'm sure Olaf and Sue and Karen and Achmed and everybody
will be agreeable, and they wouldn't be here any more than myself or Cathy if their
heredity weren't admirable. But | could wish that you'd prefaced that blunt remark with
the answer to a question | imagine you know is bound to be asked."

Rorschach, face strained, gave a slow nod. "What's life going to be like anong a group of
thirty very independent, very intelligent people who came here for one special purpose and
find that they're marooned with no way of letting Earth know even if that origind god is
atained?'

"Exadtly. It's not going to be much fun, isit?"

"No." For afleeting ingtant the director looked old, far older than his actual age, as though his
mind had been much preyed on by anxiety. "But there it is—and we may be wrong in taking
these pessmidtic pre-cautions.”

"l guess 0."

" hope s0," Rorschach countered. "Keep it up on the levd of hope as long as possible, hm?!

"Ah, lan! Valentine tells me you've even cornered him now to kick him into a fresh
appraisal of our problemd"”

Beaming, Igor approached Ian in the refectory; both had arrived a few minutes early for the
start of the monthly conference.

"What? Oh!" lan gave awry grin. "Redly it was Olaf and Sue who put me on the track of that.
And then Vdentine promptly hit back with ared problem, something much worse than a mysery.”

Igor's face became grave as he lowered himsdf into the adjacent chair.



"Yes | know about that. We dl do, | think. Even if we aren't discussing it openly. I'm sure
you're taking it digpassonatdly for the time being at least, no matter how tough it may prove to be
in the long run. Am | right in suspecting Cathy may be reacting the opposite way around?"

"You know her very wel, don't you?'

"No." Igor shook his head. "Since—wadll, the tragedy | once described to you, I've been chary of
overdose acquaintance with women. But | think | sum her up accurately.”

lan nodded, his eyes on lIgor's face. He said after a pause, his voice strained, "We've
talked about you a lot. She—I—what | mean is . . ." But the right phrase duded him; he
broke off.

"She—7?" Igor said with ddliberate obtuseness.

lan drew a deep breath. "She said maybe her first child ought to be yours. Just in case,
when it comes timefor a second, you . ."

"In case I'm too old,"” Igor said in a gravelly voice. And raised his hand to forestall lan's
ready contradiction. "Oh, don't try to deceive me. | could well be. Deprived of our contact
with Earth, flimsy though thet is, we could easily slip into a decline. What do you want me to

say?
"Nothing. | want to hear it, that's dl."

"Then I'm flattered" was lgor's instant response. "More, perhaps, than ever in my life How
curious it is, though, to think of onesdf as—as breeding stock! Ian't it strange? To have to shed
thousands of years of preconceptions, a lifetime of social conditioning . . . But | guess it's
true that we shall have to make the best of what we've got.”

He stared at lan, whose eyes had suddenly unfocused and whose cheeks had turned paper-pale.

"lan'" he exclamed. "Is something the matter?"



"l ..." lan shook his head, asthough giddy. "I don't know! But when you said that, | felt—I
thought ... Oh, hell! | don't know! Something came right to thetip of my tongue, and now it's

gone again, and—"
And half a dozen other people came into the room and there were distractions on every side.



Slowly time wore away towards the scheduled date of the next visit by Stellaris. By
stages the work at the various digs was cut back, so that there would be a chance to assess,
review and digest what had been dis-covered during this two-year tour, and decisions could be reached
concerning what artifacts should be shipped to Earth. Clearly, one of the most important items
ought to be a statue; they settled on the second-least damaged of the group of four, and
with utmost care dismounted it from its roof, loaded it on a hovercraft, brought it back to the
base.

Encased in a transparent block of plastic, poured cold, to protect its delicate surface
finish, it stood out-side the puny human buildings, like the ghost of a giat, and seemed to
mock without words.

Certainly there had been some spectacular finds since the ship last cdled. Equdly certainly, esch of

them had made the mystery deeper. It burdened the minds of themdl with gloom. To make sure
that garflight would continue, to keep up the flagging interest of those at home, they had hoped
to produce vast amounts of new positive knowledge. Instead, what they had learned was
chiefly negative: that idea can be dismissed now, so can that, so can that. .
Depressed and resentful, the staff reassembled on the day appointed, and then began the time of
fearful waiting. It had been bad last trip, lan was told, when Stellaris was twelve whole
days overdue; this time it was going to be infinitdy worse even though she might be a mere one day
late.



Rorschach, with the help of Igor and Lucas, kept trying to revive people's spirits by
reminding them that Rudolf Well had promised to devote dl his efforts to ensuring that some kind of
contact with Earth would be maintained at all costs. But his assurances rang hollow. The name
of Ordofiez-Vico cropped up in con-versation again, at first in passing, then as a central
subject in an argument.

A myriad wild hypotheses flew from mouth to mouth: suppose there's been an all-out war at
long last, sup-pose some terrorist group managed to sabotage the ship by smuggling a
bomb up to her in a batch of supplies, suppose there's been a finendd crash, world-wide, and
the Starflight Fund has gone into bank- ruptcy, suppose the United Nations has collapsed owing to
friction between competing nationdidic interests ... !

Fve days late, seven; ten—and the subject of con-versation had altered again, this time to
consideration of the ways in which they might survive here. No-body wanted that. Nobody
wanted to settle permanently on Sgma Draconis |11, because they hadn't come here as colonists, but as
invesigators. Frequently people invoked lan's experience when he was deciphering the Zimbabwe
script: it was dl very wdl for him to demon-strate that a modern man could still live the way an
ancient tribe had lived, but would he have wanted to be condemned to that for the rest of his
life—drink-ing foul water, eating what he could gather or kill with a snare or a spear, forever at the
mercy of wild ani-mds and strange disease?

There was an unprecedented run on the beer and wine programs & the refectory.



Then, supported by hangovers, tempers began to flare for the fird time since the base was
founded a fidfight broke out on the thirteenth day of waiting for the ship. Achmed, doing his best
to keep his self-control despite the fact that he—as their communica-tions chief—was the focus of dl
their vague, diffuse resentment, as though it was his fault the ship's Sgnd had not appeared, had
broached to Nadine Shah the possibility that they might have children together, as being
the only two people here of Mudim extraction.

Ordinarily, matters of rdigious belief were I€ft to one side among the base gaff; the mgority, perhaps
twenty, of them had no faith, but of course when it came to raising children, with al the
attendant questions of passing on a cultural tradition, subconscious reflexes entered into
play, old habit patterns not thought about for years.

And when Achmed learned that Ruggiero, a Catholic, had made the same suggedion to
Nadine—explo-sion. He broke Ruggiero's nose and logst a tooth.

As though frightened that they too might explode, people took to avoiding one another's
company. Whereas last time, while waiting for the ship, most people had spent most of
each day in the computer hall, chatting and hoping, now they drifted apart into svdl
groups. If so many as 9x or seven people found themsdves in the computer bl together, only a few
minutes would pass before a couple of them would find a reason for moving el sewhere.

Even when it was medtime, the refectory was never more than half full; some people came
early, others, on seeing that ten or fifteen were already present, would decide to wait an
extra half hour. In the eve-nings they dispersed to their quarters instead of stay-ing together
to tak, ligen to music or play videotapes.

One could sense that if a colony were compulsorily



st up on this planet, it would be fragmented before it came into existence.
The progpect was nothing short of terrifying.

Some few people, induding lan and Cathy, were not content to mooch around, but did their dogged
best to concentrate on their work. The cataloguing of artifacts could be double-checked; the ssemingly
identicd patterns printed in the Draconian crystas could be sfted again and yet again, in the hope that in
some few of them might have survived the faint, faint resonances that must—a priori
must!—once have distinguished each from its neighbours. After the fifteenth day Rorschach
started encouraging others to do the same; after the twentieth, he was blunt about it, making it a
near order, though carefully calculated not to appear an outright command.

It helped a little. For some people, though, there was nothing to do: Karen's civil engineers, in
particular, had dready checked and rechecked dl ther equipment, and Achmed and his
computer-and-communications group were dso in a boring, frudrating rut, obliged to keep watch
for the ship by turns, and aways being disappointed.

How long must they postpone the decision to face facts? How long before they set about a
rationd reorganisation on settlement lines, gave up their vain hope of hearing from Earth again?

lan put the question late one night to Cathy, and she shivered alittle as she tried to answer.

"lan, we're in aterrible double bind! All of us know that after waiting thislong we may have to wait in-
definitely—but when it comes to working out the pat-tern for a permanent colony, there
are such hideous problems to be solved that we simply don't want to discuss them. There are
physca problems, aren't there? Making the most of our gene pool, that's the



worst because it means scrapping so many of our hopes, ambitions, preferences. . . "

"|gor said how strange it is to have to think of oneSdlf asbreeding stock," lan muttered.

"That'sit exactly,” Cathy said. "Beyond that, though, there are other subtler questions. Can children be
rased healthy and intelligent on a diet provided by way of machines? Can we duplicate those
machines when our population increases past the capacity of those we have? Can we be sure
that a baby won't succumb to a disease that leaves an adult virtually unaffected? Beyond
that again there are the psychologicd problems; we just had an example when Achmed attacked
Rug-giero. What sort of society are we going to devise? It's a horrible responsibility, isn't
it? Are we going to try to make a kind of tribal structure, or are we going to fdl into old
patterns for the sake of their familiarity? Are we going to be communigt or capitdidt, are we go-ing to
be individualistic or egalitarian, are we going to introduce money or some other kind of
comparative scale of entitlement to what there is, are we going to have to evaluate people
and say this person gets more than that person of what's available?"

"You've thought this through very deeply, haven't you?' lansad.

"S0 have you. And probably Vaentine has worked it out in even more detail than the rest of us.
It goes without saying that if hed figured out a solution, even one that was hdfway tolerable, he
wouldn't be letting us drift the way we are—snapping, backbiting, fretting al the time"

"l wonder how much longer it canlast.”

"Not very long. Something will have to be done, and soon.”
And was, on the thirtieth day of waiting for the ship. By now, lan was getting accustomed to the new



gtuation, and that head of his which—so long ago, so far away, in what felt like another
universe—he had compared to a haunted house was once agan humming with idess. It was a vast
rdief to have something fresh to think about. He spent a long time walking around and around
the statue of the Draconian in its plastic case, as though he could read the answer from its
curious anomaous surface finish, that gave back such distorted eectricd responses. Over and over the
same obsessive phrases revolved in his mind:

To be rewarded. Division of labour. Make the best of what we've got.

But he couldn't be sure whether those related to the vanished natives, to his experience at Ash
when wearing the Draconian simulacrum or to the plight of the humans.

Until, all of a sudden, when he woke on the thirtieth morning it was clear in his mind. He
leapt from bed, not stopping longer than was needed to fling on his clothes, and ran from the
room heedless of Cathy's cries.

Did | dream it? Did it come together because | slept on It so often? Doesn't matter!
All that does matter is to find out whether the machines agree that that's the way it
could have happened!

Feverish with excitement, hands shaking so much he could barely plan their movements across
the compu-ter read-in at the relic shed—which he had headed for by reflex born of
familiarity, not because it was the nearest—he punched item after item of data into a new
program, gave it the necessary parameters con-cerning time and geographica distribution and genetic
resources and

"lan, what are you doing?' Cathy called from the door, hurrying towards him.

"Shut up!" he snapped, and went on adding to the program: incidence of variation in the plants dug up



from Peat, contrasts between the gene equivalents in the oldest and the most recent
corpses, with special reference to the gravid femde whose deformed baby was never born

“lant”

"Shut up!" he shouted again, and then, relenting, said in @ milder tone, "No, please don't interrupt.
If you want to be useful, you could bring me some breakfast from the refectory—coffee
and a roll or something of thet kind."

"What's so important? What have you come up with?'

"Il give you three guesses. And if you possess your soul in patience for an hour or two, I'll be
able to tell youif I'mright or wrong."

There was a moment of dead silence. Then she said, "lan, you haven't cracked it, have
you? The language, | mean."

"No, but | think | figured out where we went astray. Go on, get me that coffee! It's
bound to take me awhile before | pack everything relevant into this program. Hurry and | may
still be at it when you come back."

She spun on her hed and ran for the door.

When she returned, he was indeed till at it, and without looking around said, "Did | refer to
an hour or two? It's going to be more like several hours. | kegp coming up with things that might
possbly fit, so I'll have to write themin, too."

Clearing a space on the workbench beside him so that she could set down the mug of
coffee, she said, "But Vdentine wants everybody in the refectory right away. He plans to hold a
day-long discussion of our prospects.”

"Carry on without me" lan grunted. "I'll leave this



when I'm satisfied I'm wrong, or when—by some mirade—it turns out that I'm right."”
"BU"

"Go and present my apologies, and leave me done!” She bit her lip, hesitated as though about
to speak agan and findly complied.

The discusson did not go wel. There was a feding of resentment in the ar, and even the
best-intentioned proposals were liable to be met with irritable, trivial objections. It was as
though everyone wanted to vent hisor her anger on the people back home who had let them down,
and willy-nilly the pent-up anger was overflowing onto people who could not possibly be held to blame.

And the absence of lan was an extra straw on the camd's back of the meeting; more than
once, someone muitered a rude comment and received bitter nods of agreement.

By noon, when Rorschach decreed a break for refreshment, abosolutely nothing had been
achieved except that grave offence had been given by Sue Tennant to Nadine Shah, by Olaf
Mukerji to Karen Vlady, and by Achmed Hossein to Lucas Wong—all by perfect in-advertence,
amply as the result of friction arisng dur-ing the course of an argument.

Cathy trembled. This augured badly for the future of mankind on this planet. .. .

Where's lan? If only he hadn't refused to join in, if only hed shown common politeness, things
would have gone so much more smoothly

And at that very moment, when the company was rigng and dispersng, the door was flung
open and lan appeared, driding in with clenched fists and shouting exuberantly.

"I found out what happened to the Draconiand” There was a total, sunned slence. And then, with a
hint of renewed hope, as though this a least might



lighten the dismal mood of the meeting, Rorschach snapped, "Tell ud"
lan was grinning like afool, dmost unable to prevent himsdf from jigging up and down.
"They went broke! They went broke! They went bankrupt!"



XXI1

"But that's absurd,” Lucas sad after a pause. "Going bankrupt—well, it could bring down a avilisation,
but it couldn't wipe out an entire species.”

"It could!" lan insisted. "Look, it occurred to us to wonder whether the Draconians
traded among themsdves, and we decided yes, they mugt have, but it never occurred to any of us to
ask what kind of currency they employed.”

Cathy jumped to her feet. "The printed crystadd" she burst out.

"Those can't have been money!" Karen shouted. "Y ou'd find money al over everywhere,
not concentrated in great big storehouses—"

"Ingots!” Sue cut in. "Gold ingots, piled up like at Fort Knox, not the actual money but
the thing they used to support its vdue—"

"No, no, no!" lan exclaimed. "Look, somebody get me a beer or something because it's
going to take awhile to explain, and then I'll show you just how wrong Lucas was to say
going broke couldn't kill a whole intdligent race."

"What grounds do you have—?" Achmed began, and he too was interrupted.

"The machines agree with me" lan declared. "It dl fits, every ladt little bit.”

Igor gave agentle cough. "l think it might be a good ideaiif we dl got ourselves something to drink, and



relaxed alittle .. . don't you? I'm sure lan knows what he'staking about, but right now he'sabit
too worked up to make himsdf clear. Which isn't entirely surprisng, hm?"

Ten minutes later, in a cadmer atmosphere, lan set aside his glass of beer and leaned back in an easy
chair, crossing hislegs.
"Thisiswhat | was s0 closeto a Ash," he said. "I'd been struggling for amonth to get to gripswith the
life pattern of an intdligent speciesthat changed sex from active juvenilemaeto rdaively inactivefertile
femae. The functiond-female stage is shorter than the male stage in the contemporary species, right?”
With aglance at Nadine, who nodded. "And it'sfol-lowed by an infertile senile stage.”

He hesitated. Impatient, Achmed said, "Wel, go on!"
"Fm trying to figure out the best order to present the argument in. . . . Okay, tackleit thisway. What
could any given individua accumulate during the ac-tive stage that might correspond to wedlth, in our
terms?’

Olef whistled loudly. "Hey! 1an, was | right when | said that what we've been cdlling libraries might be
offidd data stores? Are those crystals genetic records?”
"Full markd" 1an was gtill sounding dightly manic. "No wonder they gppeer virtualy identica after this
long atime—each codes not the persondity of an individua, but smply his heritage. Remember at one
point we were wondering whether they were indeed repositories of individual experience, records of the
dead genuises whom anyone might go and consult?’
"Only the capacity wasn't adequate,”" Ruggiero said, leaning forward with intent concentration.
"Exactly. And we know, thanks to Nadineswork, that the natives definitely practised sdlective breeding
of both plants and animasfrom avery early stagein their history. We can safdy hypothesse that given
the



senses they possessed they may have had an dmogt indinctive grasp of the principles of eugenics™
"They bred themselves into intdligence," Rorschach whispered.

"That'sit. | owe tha particular ingght to Cathy. She once asked me whether the Draconians would
havefdlen in love. | said | doubted it. Today | woke up realising why not. If, right from the
start of their incredibly rapid ascent towards a technologicd dvilisxtion, they were aware that
they could breed for en-hanced intelligence, then they must have selected for rationality
that took no account of absurd preferences like 'love.” We had a clue right under our
noses in the fact that their expansion was calculated from the beginning, as though planned
by a machine instead of aliving creature. And their population increased at a rdativedy dow
rate, too."

"One of each!" Igor said with a chuckle.

"Yes, correct. They must have attained a degree of rationdity we can bardy imagine”

"They sound terribly cold-blooded," Cathy said, and shuddered.

"No doubt we would have struck them as being intolerably temperamentd,” lan countered.
"They'd have marveled at the fact that we took seven thousand years from the Neolithic stage to the
epoch of spaceflight, where they took a mog hdf that time"

"Am | being obtuse?' Karen said. "Or have you not yet explained how going bankrupt killed them off?

"l was just coming to the details of that. | think | already said—excuse me, but my head
is buzzing insandy with dl the implications—| think | said | started asking what an individua could
accumulate by way of reward, or payment.”

There was a brief hush. Nadine ventured, "Promises that when he became she, there would be
outstanding genetic lines reserved to—uh--to her?!



"That'sit. That's what killed them."
Igor leapt to his feet and started pacing back and forth, thumping fis into palm.

"I've almost got it," he said. "You mean that without redisng what they were doing, they
restricted thelr genetic pool until it became dangerous, and then it was too late. Like fortunes beng
concentrated in the hands of a few ultra-powerful families? A sort of genetic cepitdisn?'

"That's a beautiful way of expressing it," lan concurred.

"Jud a second!” Sue Tennant bridled. "I don't see how they could have reached a point of no return
by that means”

"No?' lan blinked at her. "I'm surprised. It's one of the respects in which their thinking
must have most closely paralleled our own. They too suffered from the besetting sin of greed.
How often have human beings acted against their own best interests, and particularly on
behalf of some small group rather than in favour of the race as a whole? Our history is
littered with that type of stupidity. Rational or not, the Draconians could all too easily
have fallen into a dmilar trap. Our doom—if it overtakes us—is likdy to sem from the territoria
impulse, buried deep in the subconscious, someday somebody may lose control of his better
judgment and initiate a war that could de- stroy civilisation. Anybody want to disagree?"

Two or three people murmured something to the effect that it could wel have happened
dready: witness the fallure of the Sidlaris to return.

"On the other hand,” Rorschach said, his bad-high forehead wrinkled with immense concentration,
"you're saying the Draconians doomed themsalves because each individud wanted to conclude his life—
meen lifein the male stage—by racking up prospective fathers for



her young who belonged to the finest possble strains.”

"With the result that the offoring would be moreintelligent on the purely rational level, in other
words would have a higher 1Q as wed tem it, but would not necessarily be better fitted to
survive in the absolute sense. Like overbreeding a line of show dogs urtil they become snappy,
neurotic and in the end infertile." Triumphant, lan reached for his beer again.

"But how does al this fit in with the—I guess we have to stop calling them libraries?"
Cathy said. "And the temples, too ... though | suppose that's also a mishome.”

"Mm-hm." Wiping his upper lip, lan nodded. "Not temples. Banks"

"What?'—from severd people.

"On top: four identical statues, idedised, even down to the perfect regularity of ther skin patterns.
Bdow: afew pitiable crippled corpses, surrounded by such primitive artifacts it's aimost incredible,
down to a kind of sled that lacked even a wheel to roll it on. A symbol of ultimate riches
lording it over the redlity.”

"Hey, that makes sense!" Olaf said softly. "All four grandparents of the finest known
stock: the best-looking, the most intelligent, the most desirable.. . . lan, I'm sold. You say you
checked this out with the machines?'

lan nodded.

"Did they produce any—ah—footnotes to what you've been saying?'

"Hdl, they were ill printing out when | came over here!™ lan answered. "Lord knows how long
it will continue. But as soon as the point appeared to have been made, | couldnt wait to share
the news with you al."

He beamed around in sheer ddlight.
Igor halted his pacing back and forth and resumed



his chair. He said, "I think | can add one footnote straight away. We've been thinking in
terms of the telescope on the moon as the climax of their achieve-ment. They wouldn't have
looked at it that way, though, would they?'

"What dse, then?' Ruggiero demanded. "Something we haven't found yet?!

"No, the four statues. Y ou yoursdf worked out how clever they were, how advanced a technique must
have been used to give them their special finish. Wouldn't we regard somebody who devised an
intdligent machine as having added more to the sum of our knowledge, in the absolute sense, than even
the people who discovered the qua-space drive?' He glanced around. "No? Maybe not; | guess
our bias in favour of adventure and exploration is pretty strong. But 1 can see it happening to the
Draconians.”

"l fill have reservations,” Lucas said, frowning. "I mean, they must have known that
there were deleteri-ous genes in their heredity, which were liable to in-teract and produce
deformed offgpring.”

"Equdly,” Olaf said, "we know there are fatd weaknesses in the human personality which could
at any moment make it unsafe to trust people with weapons of mass destruction. That hasn't
prevented us building and deploying the weapons, has it?'

"What's more,” Karen said, "I could imagine Dra-conians marveling, on this basis, that
we should still have famine on Earth so long after we invented the food converter! That can't
be cdlled rationd, can it?'

"No, that's true,” Lucas conceded. "Okay: for the moment I'm happy to accept lan's theory.
It's certainly the best we've ever hit on, and it does seem to make a coherent pattern out of the
Draconians' entire evolution.



"Wouldn't they have redlised before it was too late, though?' Nadine perssted. "How wasit they didnt
have time to do anything?'

"Maybe they did havetime" lan said. "And chose not to."
"But you said they were far more rationd than we arel”

"And Cahy sad they were cold-blooded, and Igor, right back when he was fird explaning the
gtuation to Ordoriez-Vico, mentioned the possihility of an ide-ology like Nazism. For dl we can tell, they
elevated eugenic principles to the status of a never-to-be-ques-tioned absolute; after dl, if it took them from
mud huts to the moon in three thousand years, as it were, it would be dreedfully hard to discard it in a
generdion or two." lan emptied his beer glass.

"Onthisbass" Ruggiero sad, "the printed crystals are more than just—oh—nhirth certificates"

"Of course. No doubt each included reference to the credit commitments obtaining at any giventime.
Stand-ing to the account of Individua X, who's just entering the neuter stage, are the following items of
credit: fifty with geneticline A, tenwith line B, two with line C ... and so on. Perhapsif line A isregarded
asinferior to line C, Mr.-about-to-be-Mrs. X would trade twenty-five holdingsin A against an extra
holding in C. Oh, there are countlessimplications to be worked out, but —well, therésthe first rough
Sketch."

"Ah, thisis marveloud" Igor said, rubbing his hands. "This time we're redly going to have good news
to send to Earth! lan, | remember Rudolf Well saying—"

He broke off. Everybody dse was garing a him, their eyes cold.

"I think," Rorschach said in acreaking voice, "we ought to go and have lunch aswed intended to when
lan arrived.”

There were nods, and the company dispersed to the food machines.



There were SO many more questions to be asked, to round out l1an's theory, that it was not until late in
the evening that Cathy was able to corner him alone and hug and kiss hm and eventudly bury
her face againg his shoulder and shed afew long-restrained tears.

"lan, I'm ashamed of not believing you," she whispered.

"What?"

"I mean, of not having believed you. Not having believed you could do it. | think you're
wonderful, amazing, fantastic!"

"I'm feding pretty pleased with mysdf," he admitted, one hand gently stroking her hair. "Or at
any rate | was. Now . . . Oh, darling, wouldn't it be ironical if Sellaris never came back?'

"That's what 1'm thinking about,” she said. "And—yes, ironicd is the word. One of the great
intellectud achievements of dl time, the recovery from a few scraps and shards and corpses of the
facts behind the death of awholeintdligent race ... and the only people ever to know about it would
be ud"

"It's too soon to stop hoping for the ship,” 1an said. "Are you sure?!

He didn't answer.

And the ship didn't come.



XX

It was on the anniversary of the date when Stellaris ought to have returned that Valentine
Rorschach com-mitted suicide alone in his office, by plunging a knife into histhroat.

Some little adjustment had been made to the facts of the future. A settlement had been planned on the
mos hospitable coast of the island; a survey had been carried out to determine which, if
any, of the native plants could be eaten as they were by human beings, raw or planly cooked
indead of being put through the food converters; a genetic map had been constructed by
Lucas, showing the optimum pattern in which they could exploit their heredity . . . but it
was all of the nature of a game, or drictly a pasime. Of course there were lots of things to do.
Nobody especidly wanted to do them. Not now that lan's solution to the mysery of the natives had
been tested over and over without a flaw being found. It had even been reinforced by the
discovery that some of the species suspected of having been modified by the Draconians were
themselves geneticdly underfunded, as it were, and were showing above-average susceptibility to
disease combined with below-average fecundity.

So there was little intdlectud dimulaion to be had. And Rorschach had developed cancer of the
bowd.

After the funeral, a simple ceremony conducted by Lucas, Cathy sad to lan, "Something must
be done! Someone's got to set an example! And it has to be you"



lan shook his head. "No, I'm not fit to be in charge. I'm not a leader. My heart wouldn't be init.”

"If not you, who?' She glanced around to make sure they were not in earshot of anybody else,
and swung to confront him, clutching at his arm. "lan, we can't jus—just coast into oblivion,
for pity's sake! We mud take some positive step!”

"What?"

"Start our baby."

It had been put off, and put off.... He thought about it for a long while. A freak gust brought salt
spray from the rocky shore of the island, tossed high over the plateau, and made him blink.
"Do you redly want to?"

"l don't know what else can be done to stop us dying of sheer gpathy.”
"You said you wanted the first to be Igor's.” "I don't have any right to ings.”

"It would be a sane decision. if we must start over on this planet, try to build something
where even the natives failed . . . yes, we must always try to make sane decisons, whether or
not it hurts. Find out if Igor agrees. And—Cathy!"

IlY@l
"A question you haven't asked, but you must be wondering. I'll answer it in advance.
Yes, I'll love it. Because it'syours."

She was weeping a second later when she embraced him.
"Cancer, I'm afraid,” Lucas said rductantly as Igor resumed his clothesin the biomedicd office. "I



imagine you aready suspected that, and would rather be told bloody than fobbed off with doubletalk.”

Igor nodded. "Of course. It stands to reason that where there are few infections we can even tdl sck
from, but where the ar is dwaysfull of dien spores and germ is bound to be a common cause of
death. We didnt need Vdentinds death or your specid-is knowledge to make tha plan” He
briskened. "Can it be staved off for awhile?'

"Probably for years, even without surgery. But it may become very panful. The lung is a bad ste”
Lucas heditated. "Thank you for taking it so well. | wish some other people could treet trivid problems
equdly calmly.”

"It's easy to face a big problem camly,” Igor countered. "The big ones are Smple, easy to define. The
litle ones that won't quite come into focus are what make people irritable and quarrdlsome. They know
something's wrong and yet they can't quite pin it down." "There was an American phrase for that kind of
tak," Lucas said with awry amile. "They used to call it cracker-barrel philosophy.”
| notice you use the past tense" Igor said.

Lucas spread ha hands. "So far as were concerned, the whole planet Earth belongs to the past, doesn't
it ... ? By the way, something you didn't mention: did you come for examination because you'd detected
symptoms?"

"Not exactly. It's because Cathy wants to start a child with me. Will it be safe?”

Lucas bit hislip. "Good, I'm glad somebody is dill capable of doing more than drift dong from day to
day. Yes, safe insofar as heredity is concerned. Asto therisk of the kid dying ininfancy ..."

"Weve got to find out, or there will be two extinct intdligent races here”



"Exactly. Congratulations, Igor; Cathy has admirable good sense.”

It was as though the community buckled to, sum-moned its collective energy, recovered the
will to live. Some deep symboalic chord had been struck that reson-ated intheir minds. Instead of taking
about the new settlement, they began to build it; instead of analys-ing the native plants, they
took the chance of eating smdl quantities of the most promising, and suffered nothing worse than a
bout of nausea; ingtead of play-ing around with genetic lines, they serioudy studied them and very
shortly Sue and Olaf followed Cathy's example. Lucas recommended holding it at that
level for the fird year; two babies would be enough to cope with a the start.

It was a gart, though. It was convincing.

"I think we're going to pull through,” Cathy said softly to lan as they stood on the
headland which overlooked the site of the permanent settlement: a sheltered bay, surrounded
by lush plants, that in themsdves made the vida attractive if only by contrast with the starkness of the
base on its disc of glassin the mid-dle of a desert.

"So do I," lan concurred, squeezing her hand. "Lucas says the extra oxygen down there,
nearer sea level, may even be good for the kid. They give hyper-baric oxygen therapy on
Earth if you can pay for it; hereit conies as a built-in bonus"

"It isn't quite the way | imagined | was going to start my family,” Cathy said. "To be
candid, I'm not sure how | did imagine I'd do that, or even whether | wasgoingto at dl."

"You would have. Sooner or later.”

"l guess 0. . . ." With her eyes she was fdllowing the machines, directed by Karen, that were
trenching the ground so that piping could be lad for water and



sewage. "Even if we are darting under some kinds of handicap,” she went on, "there are other
ways in which we've got the advantage, aren't there?!

"Right. We have all the resources of a world for the taking; we don't have to pay for
anything. When we get our little village ready, it'll be the most luxurious tribal settlement
ever built." He chuckled. "Tak-ing off from there, we ought to be able to work won-dersin
the days to come."

"Ought to . . ." Cathy echoed, and for no apparent reason had to repress a shiver.
"Come on, let's go down. I'm getting chilly."

lan stared at her blankly. "But it's so warm up here, | could—oh, no! Cathy, we go find Lucas right
avay!"

But there was nothing wrong with her: just a trandgent fluctuaion of body temperature
connected with pregnancy. lan breathed again.

The tensions between them eased, faded, vanished. One could sense them dwindling from day
to day. Perhaps it was because for the first time a human pat-tern was beng lagingly imprinted
on thisdien world: not merdly the transents accommodeation in the build-ings a the base or the digs, but
houses, homes, designed for occupation and family life. Perhaps it was because human beings are not
satisfied with the mere aware- ness of intelectud achievement, but want to see, touch, admire solid
testimony to the invested effort. At any rate, as the weeks passed, more and more of them
took to doing things by hard physical labour which might have been done in half the time
by their ma-chines: dragging rocks into position to make founda-tions, erecting poles, laying
floors of sand—to be fused into glass with a carefully focused solar-furnace beam —and taking pride
in making them flat with no more hdp than a Sraightedge and a levd.



"I never realised just how much | knew about making things" Igor commented happily to lan

one cay.
"1 hope you passed thetalent on," 1an answered with achuckle. "I1t's going to be needed!”

The day the settlement was ready for living in, they held a party: a grand celebration of the kind that
they had hoped to hold when the ship next came back .. . but nobody was tactless enough to refer to
that. There was mudc, and this_time it wasn't dl from tapes, be-cause Olaf had found a neive
plant—perhaps modified by the Draconians for some unknown reason—whose tubular gems were of
uniform sze and near-uniform length, out of which he had made six-hole pipes on the Indian pattern.
Handing these out, he ingructed the company to close and open certain holesin turn while Sue beat on a
little drum she had made from a kind of shdll found on the beach covered with the ballonet skin of one of
what they were now casudly cdling "birds’ even if they were more like aerid jdlyfish. Un-expectedly
they redised they were playing nursery-rhyme tunesin three-part harmony.

There was dancing, too, and there were stupid child-ish games that made them laugh inordinately, and
there were stale but funny stories, the older the better as though they wanted to reach back into the past
before it escaped them atogether behind abarrier asimperme-able as qua-space to a naked man.

And there was a specid treat when it came timeto eat supper: adish for each of them except Sue and
Cathy of thefirst native plant proved to be completely edible. The machines said it was, and turn and turn
about volunteers had confirmed the assumption, start-ing with amouthful, then taking a handful and finaly
making a complete medl. It was akind of seedpod, the



colour of an eggplant and the shape of a pear, and it tasted—well, it tasted vagudly ... It ...

It was an acquired taste, Igor said in an exaggeratedly judicious tone, and they clapped the exactness
of his description. Nonetheless, it was delicious, as being the first sign that one day a man might
walk this world without the aid of complicated machines.

All in al it was a perfectly wonderful party, and when eventually they grew so tired they
had to make for bed, they were till chuckling, and a few of the most energetic danced to
the accompaniment of their own whidling as they dispersed into their new beautiful cottageike
homes.

The following morning Lucas Wong did not wake up. Following computerised
instructions, Nadine performed an autopsy on him, and discovered he had been killed by a cerebral
hemorrhage. A weak-walled artery had burst.

All tharr newfound hope evaporated; it was indantly as though the euphoria of the past months
had been a dream, and suddenly they had been ruddly aroused.

It was useless to remind themselves that this could have happened at any time, and that
the fact was proved by the medicd computer store; dutifully, Lucas had conducted a routine
examination of himsdf a the same intervals as he checked out everybody else, and lag time he
had redised he was auffering from acute hypertenson and one of his leg vans had varicosed ... in
respect of which he had taken the proper medication.

No, those qudifications were a most pdliative. What hurt was that the doctor was dead. Even
Cathy, who sometimes seemed to lan the most level-headed of them dll, woke crying in the night from
bad dreams in which because there was no Lucas to deliver her baby it came into the world deformed
and imbecilic, wheressif held



survived he could, as though by magic, have ensured tha the child was tal and beautiful and
brilliant.

It was a time for looking up data in the medical computer store concerning postpartum
depression and even maternd schizophrenia . . . only to discover that the authorities back on Earth
had never for one moment believed such information might be necessary. There was nether
help nor guidance on the files

The baby was absolutely norma when she was born: a girl weighing just over three kilos, with
hair that shelost aday or two later and then regrew.

She lived to be exactly—to the hour—one month old. Sue's baby, a boy, was premature, and
survived a mere eleven days.



XXIV

"Is there a Creator who is jedous of intdligence? Look-ing at thirty-two graves, | could bdieve it.
Feding this unspeakable londiness, | could imagine that I'm hated because | did what was forbidden:
fathomed a mystery that was never meant to be solved. . "

But that was maudlin rambling, and these writing materials were too precious to waste.
Bleary-eyed, seated at a table made from a salvaged scrap of alumi-num, shivering so much
his hand threatened to digtort the words he was inscribing with acid dye on other and yet other
plates of metd, lan groaned. It had taken him a long time to work out how he might leave a
message on something more durable than paper or megnetic tape.

This idea had come to him when he was setting up animprovised headstone over a new grave.
Achmed's, | think, or was it Ruggiero's. . . ? Does it matter?

Even now the suspicion haunted him that he had chosen the less-than-best means; metal
too could be corroded, these dow awkward words could be dissolved much as they had been
etched. . . . But he wasin great pain, and what little concentration he could summon might
better be gpplied to leaving a blurred message than none at dl. He gathered his forces and continued.



. . . thirty-two graves. No, we didn't start another baby after the shock and horror of losng
firg Cathy's, then Sue's. One of those graves, complete with a marker, is for me. I've been
sleeping in it since | recovered enough from my last illness to move about and do things like
digging and writing.

| think I've gone insane. In fact I'm sure | have. But I'm not surprised. I've been alone
for a long time now. At the end there were four of us. | mean | wasn't the one who lasted
longest, not really, because | just collapsed one day—the world started to swim around me
and Olef sad | had a five-degree fever and found me some place to lie down and brought me some sort
of medicine. . . . I'd started to believe that the food converters weren't working any longer when
you switched them to the drug mode. | mean so many peo-ple had died even with what
was supposed to be the best medicine. And | guess | was wrong because | got better—well, a few
days later | could get up and find something to drink, just a puddle of rainwater but | was
terribly thirsty, and .. .

Well, there they were. The others. Dead as mutton. The last and toughest except me Oldf,
and Achmed, and Ruggiero. Funny; we thought the women were go-ing to be the toughest, same as
back on Earth. Only, you see, Cathy killed herself, and so did Sue, and Karen got in this
lunatic fight with Achmed that time when Achmed was delirious and was so terrified of
dying without a son -- some kind of Muslim hangup -- and shelost such alot of blood she. . .

Never mind. | put what | could think of to say about them on the gravestones. Grave markers.
Whatever.

And of course the way they died was the thing | was most aware of. Like the babies. | had to
do the autopsies on both of them. Weird. Nadine should have done them, same as for Lucas, but
somehow she said she couldn't faceit,and | . . . Well, maybe | was just the



person who wanted to know the answer that much more than anybody else did. | cut them up.
Like a butcher. Had nightmares for years afterwards. | dill do. | think it's been years. Keep
seeing in my dreams the way the internd organs spilled out on the big derile table. If | get
reincarnated next time, | want to be a vegetarian, a Hindu or something, and very
orthodox. | want to forget that, except | can't when I'm asleep.

| got to stop wasting this ink stuff!

Sating over, next day. | was going to explain about the babies. In their lungs we found a kind
of puffy fungusthing. We gat it dl worked out. An aerophytic plant, an equivalent to the orchids
you find on Earth. But ingead of landing in full view on the trunk of a tree, or a branch or
whatever, it starts its life cycle in some dark warm crevice where there's plenty of
mois-ture. It's only the size of a yeast spore when it drifts around looking for a place to
start growing, and it's sort of delicate until it gets a proper grip on life. In the lungs of an
adult, it ssimply drowns in the regular phlegmy secretions. All of us must have bresthed in spores
like that and just coughed them up again. The babies couldn't. | wish | didn't keep
wondering about poor Igor and the cancer he had in his lungs. I'm sure it could have started
from dmogt any cause even if he didn't ever smoke cigarettes. | mean back on Earth if he
breathed the exhaust from an unfiltered car or some-thing. But he died in such agony and he took
so long about it and nobody deserved that much suffering, nobody, not even a mass murderer,
and Igor was the kindest and gentlest person in the world! 1 mean both worlds. | hated watching him
die | guessif | am crazy that was when it started. | know it was his loss that kicked Cathy over
the edge, not just the kid's death but his, too. | think | already put it down some place tha he
was—oh, on the grave marker. | keep on



mentioning grave markers but that's what | see most of when | look up. I'm gtting facing them so when |
forget what | ought to be saying | can look up and remember, oh of course, we had
somebody called Vdentine Rorschach who was the director, and we had Lucas Wong who was
the doctor and chief biologist, and the rest of the people | wish were here to keep me

company!

Rereading what | managed to write yesterday, and feding today a lot better then I've fdt for
ages—not sweating or shaking nearly so much—I realise I'm wasting time and ink. I'm
talking about things that could be pieced together from other sources. But | guess |
should write down what we found out here, because the other night—I think—I saw an
electrical storm up there on the plateau where we left the base, and a lightning strike could
play merry hdl with the computer memories, hm? Down here at the settlement, where we shouldn't
have moved to because if we'd stayed upinthat dry dusty air those babies wouldn't have inhaled
spores and suffocated—but maybe they would, who can say? Forget it. They're dead.

Yes, anyway. We found out that the Draconians in-bred to the point of simple genetic
collapse because they used commitment to fertilise each other as the bass for their medium
of exchange. In other words, they counted their fortune according to the excdlence of the genetic
lines that would father their children when they shifted into the femde stage. Within a very short
time—about a thousand generations—they had so depleted their gene pool thet they logt their immuni-ty
to some disease, or some recessive gene became endemic, or both or more than that.
Never mind. They're dead, too. And they brought their doom on themsdves I'm certain of
that. In fact it was among the firg clues | had to their capacity for being supid



even if they were brilliant. Oh, they were so like us in their faults! | can even imagine we
might have become friends if our time in the universe had over-lapped. . . . Never mind. They
hed dl these biologica sills what would be the firg use they made of them? Prolong the activemde
stage, obvioudy. That was when things redlly got done.

On top of which they wanted to be fertilised, when they turned femde, from only the best
lines The longer they could postpone the day of reckoning, the better chance they had of
accumulating good commitments. maybe not from the original person making the con-tract,
but from his’her offgpring, or sblings or kinfolk. So it would have been desirable to breed for a
short female stage. In the end they overdid it. There were only females with short fertile
periods, capable of having one or two offspring, but jealously guarding the right to be
fecundated because they'd spent their active lives investing in it. No doubt they had regula-tions
to punish maes who fertilised femdes they were not under contract to. And enforced the
regulations brutally. | don't know. I'm not as well as | thought. I'm not sureif | got that right
or whether it refers to Earth.

| wish | hadn't put down "Earth" in the last line | wrote yesterday. I've been sruggling not to
think about Earth. | keep having this other crazy dream—I think | said something about one of
the dreams | get but this one is different—where | wake up in the morning and there's Sdlaris
coming down and everybody turns out to greet her and | see Vdentine and Cathy and Igor and
everybody and we're all waiting there until the air lock opens and then out comes Colone Waell
dl beam-ing and chearful and | remember he's been retired and | look around and it isn't my friends who
are ganding with me to welcome the ship.



It's Draconians. Thousands of them. All as huge as the statues we found at Peat. They
loom over me and pay no attention to my existence, just walk into the ship one after another
and the lock closes behind them and off they go, to somewhere—I don't know—and there | am,
aone, in the middle of the plateau and there aren't even any buildings.

When | have that dream, | wake up with my throat so sore | guess | mus have been screaming
for along time. Just as wel there isn't anybody to hear me.

| was going to face thinking about Earth, only yesterday | got very sick again. I've been passing
blood. | dont expect | have much longer to go.

It gets very hard to drag metal plates here to write on and making this acid ink seems
to be doing wrong things to the food converters, | mean it was supposed to be okay to
reset them to make practically anything just synthesising from the available elements but
hav-ing stuff that will bite into metal may be doing some-thing to the innards. . . . Oh, | don't
know. Just keep on as long as | can. It distracts me. Speaking of some-thing being done to
innards, | brought up my break-fas today. Thought it was kind of odd when | ate it. But | don't
have the skills to make tests and andyse the food and whatever.

| got this bruise on my arm. Taking a terrible time to go away.

Earth. Yes. | vagudy recdl the place. And of course the whole reason I'm writing this down is
because I'm sure they're going to send the ship back soon, or an-other ship in a hundred
years time maybe, and | want somebody to be able to find out what happened here, obviously not
just to the Draconians but to us, too, in case they get all sorts of wrong ideas like it's not
legal to go to another star. Riridu—riduculous!



(Mustn't make spelling mistakes because of wasint ink.)

Look, it isn't like that at all Sure, the Draconians faled because of what they bred out of
themsdves—must have done. Discounted the importance of things that had enabled them to
evolve from the brute because they were so high on the idea of being able to reason they didn't
worry about losng immunities and such so long as they were able to look better and think
better and invent more ingenious gadgets. | can hear them arguing in my head sometimes so
what does it maiter if they have an underdeveloped glotch in that family? We didn't hear of a
death from glotchitis in umpty-dozen seasons, did we?

Or words to that effect. No, | don't mean words. | mean. What | mean is, it was what they
bred out of themselves that they tripped over. With us, my best guess from nineteen
light-years away is that what did for us was wha we didn't breed into oursaves. Like compassion,
and generogity, and love.

You know, 1I'd rather this message never got read then that it was picked up by somebody on
the winning side in a war that wiped out half mankind. | just wouldn't want people that
dangerous to go roaming around the galaxy. I'd be ashamed to have my race remembered
and recognised as vidous killers. All of a sudden my mind is very lucid. | think that's a bad sgn. | recall
how Nadine became very articulate and force-fu just a few hours before she died, and so did
Igor in spite of being doped to the eyeballs. | feel dlightly cold, but very much in control. |
ought to be hungry, but | have no appetite. The bruise on my arm is bright purple, as though new
red blood is leaking from the capillaries just under the skin.

And that's not the only place. | just realised | have a sweetish taste in my mouth. My
gums are bleeding. Ohwdll.



You know, | often wondered about being aware of death. It isn't too bad. Not
compared with what the Draconians went through, knowing they were going to become extinct. For
dl | can tdl, right this minute the Sellaris may be broadcasting frantic Sgnds, trying to make us
answer. | don't particularly want to go and look, though. I'm tired. I'm very old. Being adone
makes one fed old. | wish | didn't have one more thing | want to say that | can't quite remember,
because it's important and | have to carry on until 1 do recall it in case | break off and find |
can't art again—Got it.

| was going to say this. We mustn't MUST NOT let the pattern spread. We mustn't
quit, mustn't give up, mustn't act in such a fashion that when one day some species on
some other planet goes looking for friends all that can be found is ruins and corpses and
fossils. Right here were figured out why the Dra-conians didn't make it—don't say "lan
Macauley figuredit out,” say dways THEY figured it out, human beings, a whole bunch working
together. Make kids excited about that, make them admire it, make them want to do the
same sort of thing! But never let them forge that just thinking isnt enough. You can become
arrogant by thinking, you can imagine you know it al and there are always things you
don't know that can wreck your hopes and smash your dreams.

| meant to say something else. I'm so cold, though. | keep yawning and blood trickles out of my mouth
when | open it. | want to go and join Cathy. | love her very much and | never had time to
tell her so the way | wanted to. So | guess|...



